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About me: 

I am a psychotherapist and author who works in private practice in Co.Offaly. My work focuses 

on parenting, family dynamics and working with teenagers. Much of my counselling and 

writing focuses on mental health and the importance of well-being and I am a regular 

contributor to the media. My first book, Cotton Wool Kids, was released in 2015 while Bully-

Proof Kids: Practical tools to help kids grow up confident, resilient and strong was released in 

2017. My latest book Fragile, was released in 2019 and focuses on overcoming anxiety and 

stress. I hold a B.A. in Counselling and Psychotherapy and a M.A. in Cognitive Behavioural 

Therapy. 

 

Variation in schools 

I work in a private practice in the midlands in Ireland and of the three second-level schools in 

the area, one of the schools appears to handle bullying very effectively, another does reasonably 

well, while the third school encounters bullying on an almost continuous basis. This is 

remarkable to me as the kids are all from mostly similar backgrounds. The difference is that 

this school minimises any bullying incidents or pretends that there is no bullying taking place, 

while the other two schools are, to a greater or lesser extent, willing to address the problem and 

take the necessary steps to deal with it. It is notable that schools that are more competitive and 

more focused on their students’ results in education than their emotional well-being tend to 

hope the bullying might be a molehill rather than a mountain and tend to underplay any 

bullying. Some schools minimise and dismiss the bullying in a lazy bid to pretend to themselves 

that they are running a tight ship. The teacher and the school principal might be very kind and 

sympathetic but they can still be completely ineffective in dealing with the bullies in the school. 

 

Impact of bullying 
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Every day Irish schoolchildren eat their lunch in toilet cubicles; others spend entire mornings 

in class silently agonising about who might hang out with them at lunchtime; many 

immediately panic when they hear the familiar ping from their mobile and they realise that yet 

another so-called friend has posted spiteful venom about them on social media. I know this 

because the teenage clients I work with have described these scenarios to me many times. 

As a psychotherapist, I felt compelled to write Bully-Proof Kids in response to the sheer number 

of people who come to me whose lives have been blighted by bullying. Parents come to me 

because they are devastated that their children are being bullied. Schoolchildren who are being 

bullied also come to me and the bewildered pain that often characterises the initial sessions is 

harrowing. Not only that, but I also often work with children who find the social aspect of their 

lives difficult – the kids who are hanging on the edges of the group. These kids feel they don’t 

quite ‘fit in’ and, as a result, seldom feel at ease. 

Girls are more likely to use social bullying as a way to wield power over another, and girls 

might be subtler – using gossip and exclusion – while boys are more obvious and tend to use 

physical violence more often. Boys tend to bully more often and they keep at it longer. Yet it 

doesn’t really matter whether the bullying is physical, social, emotional or cyber – bullying 

reaches deep into a person’s psyche and shatters the sense of self.  

People whose lives have been ruined by alcoholism, depression, anxiety and many other mental 

health disorders can often trace their distress back to being bullied in school. The child who 

has been bullied often feels deep down that they have been viewed, judged and then stamped 

as not good enough and their trust in other people’s goodness is destroyed and this can be 

difficult to repair. The thing about bullying is that the humiliation and shame is almost 

overwhelming. The target is often so humiliated by the experience that they prefer to keep it a 

secret and wish it all away. Each little kid who has been bullied thinks that this is their 

individual failure and they usually blame themselves. They may feel relieved and even 

vindicated 20 years later when they discover that it wasn't their fault, nor were they alone in 

their experience, but the anguish of being abandoned and humiliated by their peers at a crucial 

stage of development often leaves many long-term scars.  

 

Anti-bullying Programmes 

From my work I have noticed that the success of anti-bullying programmes appear to depend 

very much on the quality of the programme and it is arguable that if the school environment 



can promote kindness, there will be less need to focus on all the darker aspects of human nature. 

Most humans like to feel kind; we like the feeling of benevolence it bestows upon us and studies 

show that if we do a good deed we are more likely to look for another good deed to do so as to 

confirm our belief that we are decent and kind.  

There have been many recent studies on the effectiveness of anti-bullying programmes in 

schools and it turns out that the programme needs to be interesting if it is to be effective and 

many students find these programmes boring and repetitive (O’Malley, 2017). Bland and 

negative messages such as ‘Don’t be a bully’ and ‘Bullying is nasty’ get tuned out and 

programmes that are a good deal more engaging and inspiring than that are required. The 

effectiveness of such programmes usually depends largely upon the school’s commitment to 

their anti-bullying guidelines. Bullying is often racist, homophobic and/or sexist and so 

programmes that focus upon tolerance for difference, kindness, empathy and awareness can be 

more effective than straightforward ‘anti-bullying’ programmes.  

Effective anti-bullying measures target the entire school and not a specific problem class. 

Workshops that teach emotional wellbeing, assertiveness skills, coping mechanisms, social 

skills and anger management can also be very successful at creating a culture of acceptance 

and tolerance and an upstanding mentality. Likewise, classroom-based teaching, seasonal 

initiatives and other school-based campaigns can be fruitful, especially if they are engaging 

and inspiring. Hence, promoting a culture of kindness and tolerance with certain school 

initiatives can be more effective than any anti-bullying programmes.   

 

School Initiatives 

Certain initiatives can encourage a kinder and more tolerant atmosphere and the school needs 

to ensure that children are provided with the opportunity to speak out about nasty and bullying 

behaviour without feeling the world will end if they make a noise. Often, when a bully is 

identified, the only real punishment he or she will receive is suspension, or, in really drastic 

cases, expulsion (which rarely actually happens) and many targets fear retaliation for 

‘snitching’ more than anything else. This is why the resolution to bullying needs to be multi-

pronged and comprehensive –– punishing the bully just isn’t effective enough. 

  

If the students get a sense that the adults in charge won’t be able to stop the bullying when the 

bully returns to school, then they understandably shy away from leaving themselves exposed 

and vulnerable. Anonymous reporting is an essential tool that needs to be introduced into every 

school so as to protect the targets from retaliation. Initiatives that counteract against bullying 



need to be put in place with a calm and controlled response, ensuring that the whole place 

doesn’t blow up once the word ‘bullying’ is mentioned. If a teacher can set a tone of kindness 

and forbearance in a class then the children in this classroom will be positively infected by the 

kindness. Below are some specific suggestions that can help foster this tone of kindness, 

forbearance, tolerance and inclusion in schools: 

Sociogram: The class teacher constructs a sociogram by asking a series of questions probing 

for affiliations between classmates. Although a certain level of sensitivity is required for this 

process, the diagram can then be used to identify pathways for friendship between warring 

factions. 

 

Buddy Bench: This can be very effective in promoting a culture of kindness and understanding 

among young children aged 5-8. A certain bench is painted by the children in a group. 

Whenever a child has no one to play with, they can sit on the bench. It is up to the school to 

ensure that the Buddy Bench is operated appropriately and kindly. 

 

Emotional intelligence workshops. An effective speaker coming in to give a series of talks 

can have a very significant impact on a group of children. The parents’ association can be 

helpful in coming up with the titles of the talks so that they can be directed at certain troubling 

issues, such as ‘Bullying and Difficult Friendships’ or ‘The Importance of Kindness’ or ‘Cyber-

Safety’ or ‘How to be an Upstander’. 

 

Worry box. The worry box should be placed in every classroom and the children should be 

invited every so often to write their worries and post them into the box. The worries can be 

anonymous or not –– the point of the exercise is that the school establishment has the 

opportunity to nip any troubling situations in the bud. Of course, these boxes can be used 

cynically, but they can also alert teachers to the general atmosphere in the school, whether 

children feel threatened and what darker forces are shaping the school environment. 

 

Anti-bullying ambassadors. Anti-bullying ambassadors can be picked from each class to 

serve as people who are expected to keep company with younger kids who seem lost or lonely. 

The anti-bullying ambassadors can take it in turns to chat with certain children so that 

one child isn’t always left to handle the same child. These ambassadors can be changed as the 

months go by so as to ensure any power plays get nipped in the bud. Anti-bullying ambassadors 



can be encouraged to gently confront peers on bullying behaviour. The offences –– such as 

isolating other kids, being mean, hurting someone’s feelings and taunting –– can be devised by 

the children and written on anti-bullying posters for the school walls, and thus will help to 

create an upstanding mentality within the school. 

 

Random acts of kindness. Children can be encouraged to perform random acts of kindness. 

This cultivates a culture of kindness within the school that can create more ripples than many 

parents expect. Kind acts should be rewarded and acknowledged within the school. Larger 

initiatives such as charitable initiatives or visits to homeless projects can promote feelings of 

charity and generosity; however, smaller, more intimate gestures such as inviting a child to 

have lunch at their table should also be taken seriously and appreciated.  

 

Restorative justice. Restorative justice is becoming more and more widely used as a means to 

combat anti-social behaviour in society. Some see this as an optimistic view of human nature 

but others argue that it is more realistic; it is better to teach people how to behave better than 

to merely punish them. Restorative justice works as it doesn’t allow the aggressor to turn off 

their moral engagement so easily and because it isn’t particularly punitive. The target is 

required to identify the damage that has been done and the offender is required to repair the 

harm they’ve done. This process is rarely simple or easy and it needs to be handled with 

sensitivity and care by the school counsellor. The bully can often be in deep pain and the target 

can find it very difficult to trust this process. However, if it is done well, it can be very powerful 

for everyone concerned. 

 

Meditation and mindfulness. Meditation and mindfulness programmes can be very effective 

in reducing mindless aggression and tension within the classroom. 

 

Online safety workshops. There are many different organisations (such as CyberSafe Ireland) 

and speakers who can be booked to run workshops promoting online safety among children, 

and also workshops that help teachers and parents navigate the cyber world. 

 

Seasonal one-to-one meetings with the head tutor or school counsellor. This can be 

effective as a way to nip troubling situations in the bud. 

 



Peer mediation. If done correctly and properly structured, mediation can be a powerful 

problem-solving strategy for schools 

 

Delete Day. This teaches good online etiquette among students. Hold a ‘Delete Day’ with 

senior students guiding junior students so that they can explore online behaviour and ask 

questions that they would be reluctant to explore with adults. If this is held in public in school 

and run mostly by senior students, it also gives younger teenagers (who most often become 

involved with the latest anonymous site or app that has hijacked the school) the opportunity to 

chat with older, cooler kids about their experiences and how these sites can lead to disturbing 

behaviour. 

 

 

Dismissive attitudes, othering 

The dismissive dehumanisation of other people’s pain is one of the many issues involving 

bullying as many parents and teachers deal with bullying by saying, ‘Don’t bully’, or else 

‘Stand up to them’ or ‘Laugh it off’. Sadly, this advice seldom works and a much more 

comprehensive approach is needed to handle this complex issue. In addition, many teachers 

tend to look the other way and pretend that bullying and social exclusion isn’t happening. 

Within the counselling context, I often meet many children who hold a disdainful and 

disturbing attitude towards the ‘loners’ and ‘freaks’ in their social domain. When I challenge 

these otherwise considerate and kind kids, they tend to look bemused, shrug their shoulders 

and mindlessly dismiss the pain of their peers. These children haven’t yet learned how to 

assimilate the complexities of human interaction.    

 

 

Increased Moral Engagement: Turning bystanders into upstanders 

Forty years ago, the Swedish psychologist and leading expert on bullying Dan Olweus outlined 

a definition of bullying that is still useful today: repeated verbal or physical harassment that 

involves an imbalance of power. The good news about bullying is that an estimated 75% to 

90% of kids don’t bully, but the bad news is that these kids are prepared to act as upstanders 

only 20% of the time (O’Malley, 2017). Olweus coined the phrase ‘if it’s mean, intervene’, and 

if we can convince kids to always intervene when they see bullying we can immediately reduce 

its frequency and intensity.  



The role of teachers in this context is to nurture potential bullies to be fair leaders and encourage 

the bystanders to act as upstanders Bystanders are the people who see everything but do 

nothing. Thousands of kids today are bystanders to cruel bullying. They let bullying happen. 

The bystanders are the silent majority and yet they hold the majority of the power. It is 

estimated that bystanders are present in 90% of cases of bullying and they can often stop the 

bullying within ten seconds if they choose to intervene (O’Malley, 2017). If we can create an 

environment where being a bystander means that we are complicit in the drama, then we will 

eliminate the safe position of the bystanders. Challenging bystanders to become ‘upstanders’ 

will change any bullying problem into a more manageable but difficult situation instead of the 

horrendous issue that it is today. 

 
 

Learning to dealing with difference 

Children are often not yet fully socialised and their brains are not yet fully formed and so they 

can gravitate towards the pack instinct easier than adults do. This is why bullies and their 

sidekicks tend to target children who are different in some way. The target might be a different 

ethnicity, height, weight, looks,  sexual orientation, IQ – it really doesn’t matter what the 

difference is as the problem is that the bullies have not yet learned how to deal with difference.  

It is helpful for schools to view bullying as a behaviour in a person that needs to be taught to 

behave in a more socialised manner and it is unhelpful to dismiss the bully as evil or wicked. 

Bullying within schools can be combated however, to date, not enough people are educated 

about how to do this.  
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Teachers’ Union of Ireland (TUI) response to the invitation of the 

Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science to make a submission as part of the Committee’s examination of 

the topic “School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health”. 

(February 2021) 

Introduction 

The TUI would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to make this submission on 

the topic of school bullying and the impact on mental health.   

 

The TUI represents teachers, lecturers and staff (19,000+) in Education and Training Boards 

(ETBs), voluntary secondary schools, Community and Comprehensive (C&C) schools, 

Youthreach, institutes of technology and technological universities and those working in out 

of school services. 

 

Background 

Ireland has an internationally acknowledged, high-performing education system and a  

respected teaching profession (Teaching Council, 2010; OECD, 2013; DES, 2018a; OECD, 

2015a; NAPD, 2016; Comhairle na nOg, 2017; Growing Up in Ireland, 2017; IPSOS MRBI Trust 

in the Professions Survey, 2017; Boyle, 2017; Boyle, 2019; Scanlon & McKenna, 2018; EU 

Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2018; Kantar Millward Brown, 2018; EU Commission, 2018; EU 

Commission, 2019a;  EU Commission, 2019b; Social Progress Initiative, 2018; United Nations 

Development Programme, 2018, Irish Survey of Student Engagement 2018; HEA, 2019; 

Coolahan, 2017; Eivers, 2019; CSO, 2019; McKeown et al., 2019; CSO, 2020; OECD, 2020; 

Eurofound, 2020; McNamara et al., 2020) despite spending relatively little on education 

(OECD, 2015b; SJI, 2018, NERI, 2018, OECD, 2019a; UNDP, 2019) and experiencing historic 
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underinvestment (DES, 2018b). Indeed citizen satisfaction with the education system in 

Ireland is the highest of any of 22 European countries studied by Boyle (2018) whilst parent 

satisfaction with the Irish education system was the second-highest out of fifty-six countries 

in Clerkin et al. (2020). 

 

It is also worthwhile noting that 2019 data (OECD, 2019b) shows that both citizen satisfaction 

with the education system, and the economic return to the taxpayer of investment in 

education, are both extraordinarily high in Ireland compared to international norms.  An Ipsos 

MRBI survey in 2019 found extraordinarily high levels of public trust in teachers, much higher 

than for journalists, Gardai, civil servants, politicians, business leaders, social media 

influencers, bankers or even the “ordinary person in the street” (Irish Times January 31st 

2019).  ESRI (2020) found very high levels of trust of young people in the Irish education 

system. 

 

Ireland has a very young population (Eurostat, 2015; Government of Ireland 2019; DCYA, 

2020).  In 2008, we had the second highest proportion of 10-14 year olds in the European 

Union (CSO, 2009).  The high birth rate in Ireland (CSO, 2017; Eurostat, 2017; Government of 

Ireland, 2019) indicates that the population of young people is likely to remain high for the 

foreseeable future.  The DES (2012, 2017) suggests that the number of students in the primary 

school system will rise by forty-nine thousand (516,460 to 565,696) from 2011 to 2019 and 

by almost one hundred thousand in second level between 2011 and 2025 (322,528 to 

416,897).  The latest projections are that numbers in post-primary will peak at 402,000-

410,000 in 2024/25 and fall gradually back to 2015 levels by 2036 (Government of Ireland, 

2020; DE, 2020a).  In this context, it is not sufficient to suggest that a world-class child centred 

society can be achieved with inadequate resources of time, money or personnel.   

 

Bullying in the Student Population 

Bullying is an invidious and damaging experience for students.  The TUI is committed to 

eliminating it and our members do everything they can to prevent it in schools.  It is however 

important to note that Irish children and students are significantly less likely to encounter 

chronic bullying than the OECD average (UNICEF, 2017; OECD 2017; UNICEF, 2018; Rawdon 
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et al., 2020).  According to UNICEF (2017), 7.6% of children aged 11-15 in Ireland will 

encounter chronic bullying compared to the OECD average of 10.8%.  UNICEF (2020), has 

found that 

• Ireland ranks 11th out of 41 countries for child wellbeing. 

• Ireland ranks 13th of those 41 countries for quality education. 

 

However, it is often not possible for our members to prevent bullying which occurs outside of 

schools, for example online.  In such circumstances it is often a matter for parents and 

communities to address and occasionally, in very severe incidents, for Gardai to investigate.  

A recent survey by CyberSafeKids found that 28% of pre-teens over the age of 8 years are 

allowed at home to go online whenever they want (Irish Times, February 9th 2021).  Schools 

can only address issues which arise in, or directly impact on, school life.  Schools cannot be 

held accountable for matters which arise outside of their jurisdiction.  A separate report in 

the Irish Times of the same day (February 9th 2021) stated that “cyberbullying among children 

and adolescents soared by 28% during the lockdown”.  This statistic makes clear that schools 

are doing an excellent job on minimizing cyberbullying when students are in school.  Sadly the 

same perhaps cannot be said of other stakeholders in relation to when students are not in 

school. 

 

Schools require support from relevant agencies with expertise in these areas if the school is 

to adequately support the affected students, both those bullied and those carrying out the 

bullying.  As will be clear from a later section of this submission, those supports to students 

and schools are frequently lacking.  Cuts to pastoral supports in schools, such as guidance and 

middle management, have also made it difficult for schools to support students in these 

difficult situations. The loss of pastoral supports such as Assistant Principal positions, is a 

situation that the DES (2014) itself has described as “unsustainable”.  Sadly little has changed, 

in relation to middle management posts, in the last seven years to make the situation any less 

“unsustainable”.  In addition to more middle management posts, it would be a tremendous 

help if all schools, and not just DEIS schools, had a Home School Community Liaison Officer 

(HSCLO). 
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Bullying of School Staff 

Bullying of school staff is also a serious problem.  Staff are entitled to dignity and safety in 

their workplace but that sometimes is not what happens.  School leaders and teachers are 

sometimes the subject of derogatory, and even defamatory, comment on social media sites.  

It is important that staff be protected.  The TUI notes that legislation currently working its way 

through the Oireachtas would create the right to a student and parent charter.  The TUI is 

working with other teacher unions to create a teacher charter which would make clear what 

rights teachers and teacher leaders have.  The TUI would welcome the support of the 

Department of Education, and this Committee, in amending the current proposed legislation 

to include that teacher charter. 

 

At the time of writing the Government has just published a new Code of Practice on workplace 

bullying which, according to RTE (RTE News website February 3rd 2021), “will apply whether 

employees work at fixed locations, remotely or are mobile”.  The same news report also noted 

that “the document cites bullying behaviours including social exclusion or isolation, verbal 

abuse or insults, disseminating malicious rumours, gossip or innuendo, intimidation, excessive 

monitoring at work, blaming someone for things beyond their control, and use of aggressive 

or obscene language”  

and that “the Code of Practice also addresses the rise in cyber-bullying”.  As of time of writing 

the TUI hasn’t yet had the opportunity to look into this matter in detail but welcomes the 

general thrust of the plan and would be interested in knowing more about it and whether it 

applies to education workplaces. 

 

The Need for Adequately Resourced Support Services for Students and Schools 

Schools rely heavily on support agencies, especially when working with students experiencing 

crisis.  Vulnerable students require the presence of ex quota guidance teachers but also other 

specialist agencies.  Guidance staff in schools, and principal teachers, often find it very difficult 

to access outside support when needed as the agencies themselves are under significant 

pressure. 

 

Many of these support services are vital if a student who is suffering bullying is to be 

adequately supported.  However, through no fault of the staff in the agencies, there are often 
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significant waiting lists.  Caseloads for agency staff are often unmanageable.  For example, in 

2015, less than half of the recommended 127 specialist Child and Adolescent Mental Health 

Services (CAMHS) teams had been established, 472 children in care did not have a social 

worker, 673 children in care did not have a care plan whilst there are 8,161 child protection 

cases which had not been allocated a social worker including 2,829 deemed ‘high priority’ 

(Children’s Rights Alliance, 2015).  In March 2018, 2,691 children and young adults were 

waiting for a CAMHS appointment, including 386 who were waiting more than 12 months and 

128 who were waiting more than 18 months (Irish Times September 10th, 2018). In January 

2019 the situation was only very slightly better with 2,523 children on a HSE CAMHS waiting 

list (PSI, 2019).  The Inspector of Mental Health Services has stated that only 49% of HSE 

mental health rehabilitation teams have been established (RTE, 10th October 2019).  Mental 

health services overall are short 2,422 whole time equivalents (WTEs) on what government 

policy said in 2006 was needed (12,354 based on the 2016 census) and some areas, including 

much of Dublin, have “less than half the staff” deemed to be necessary (Irish Times, December 

28th 2019).  As noted in a study in Dublin by McCarthy Quinn and Comiskey (2019: 69) only a 

small number of young people suffering severe emotional stress “are in contact with an 

agency that can assist, there is known to be a hidden cohort of young people who are not 

visible to the health services”. 

 

In November 2018, 37,473 children were “in some health queue waiting for an assessment 

for mental health, disability or speech and language problems” (Irish Independent Nov 28th, 

2018).  Schools are trying to support a child in accessing speech and language therapy for 

example (Irish Examiner, September 22nd, 2014).  Children’s Rights Alliance (2018) highlights 

the 314 children who have been waiting over one year for a speech and language therapy 

assessment.  Furthermore, according to the Childcare Law Reporting Project, in relation to 

applications for secure care – where a child is detained in a special unit providing specialised 

care and education where they have very high needs - there are 26 secure care beds in the 

State “and only 14 of them are available mainly due to staffing problems” (Irish Times, January 

13th 2020).  In February 2020, a review by the Mental Health Commission concluded that there 

was "an almost total absence" of community mental health services across the State (RTE 

News February 19th 2020). 
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The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC) has, on a number of occasions, 

outlined its concerns about inadequate community adolescent mental health services.  

Indeed, IHREC (2019: 28) stated clearly that 

“There were 6,811 children awaiting a psychology appointment across all Community 

Healthcare Organisations at the end of July 2017, of which 2,186 were waiting more than a 

year. There is no primary care psychology service to refer children to in North Dublin.” 

 

In January 2019, there were 29 vacant posts of child and adolescent psychiatrists across the 

country (RTE News, February 1st, 2019).  Furthermore, in a study of 33 countries, Ireland had 

the seventh highest ratio of students to school psychologists i.e. 5,298:1 as opposed to 927:1 

in Denmark for example (Jimerson et al., 2009).  The average in the study was 3,709:1. For 

Ireland to reach reasonable rate of 2500 students per psychologist, taking into account 

demographic group, would require the employment of 267 more psychologists by 2021 

(Impact, 2015).  Understaffing in National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) has also 

been a concern in an Oireachtas Committee report (2018).  In 2017, there were 2,767 children 

waiting for a first appointment with CAMHS whilst Ireland has the fourth highest incidence of 

teenage suicide in the European Union (Children’s Rights Alliance, 2018).  OCO (2018:4) made 

clear that it is “concerned with staffing problems in the Child and Adolescent Mental Health 

Services which means that children experiencing escalating levels of stress and anxiety are 

often unable to access the emergency supports they need.”  Two years later OCO (2020: 21) 

found that “waiting lists for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) remain 

high, with 2,300 children waiting for an appointment at end of December 2019.” 

As stated in 2020 by Paul Downes of the Education Research Centre 

“In France, all pupils have access to the Psychologist of Education for psychological support 

and career guidance. Emotional counselling is also available in Sweden, where all students 

have access to a school doctor, school nurse, psychologist and school welfare officer at no cost 

and in Slovenia.” 
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The Committee will be aware that such a level of provision is still a far-away dream for Irish 

educators. 

 

This is all within the context that during 2014, the then Tusla Chief Executive publicly stated 

that the Agency required additional funding of €45 million “just to stand still” (Irish Times, 

December 30th, 2014).  Indeed, Tusla (2018) stated that “while additional funding has been 

agreed for 2018, significant additional funding will be required for 2019 and 2020”.  Budget 

2019 did give Tusla an increase in its budget of €30m to €786m (Irish Examiner October 9th 

2018) but gaps remain. As recently as March 2018, Tusla was short almost three hundred 

social workers (TheJournal.ie March 28th, 2018) and more than 4,000 children who were 

referred to protection and welfare services were waiting to be allocated a social worker (Irish 

Independent March 29th, 2018).  In 2018 Tusla recruited 150 social workers, but in the same 

time frame lost 150 social workers through resignation or retirement (Oireachtas, 2019).  This 

was slightly improved in 2020 by way of converting agency staff to Tusla employees. 

 

Concerns about mental health, and the adequacy or otherwise of support services have also 

been expressed in Reilly (2015), Mental Health Reform (2018), Mental Health Commission 

(2018) and RCSI (2013).  The Programme for Government 2016-2018 promised 238 

psychologists in NEPS by 2018.  In October 2018 there were only 172 wholetime equivalents 

in post (DES, 2018c).  The Committee will note from page six of this submission that Impact 

(2015) made clear six years ago that 267 “more” psychologists were needed, not 172 in total.  

As noted earlier, student numbers in 2020 are considerably higher now than in 2015 – by 

c.16,000 in primary schools and 26,000 in post-primary schools (DE, 2020b). 

 

RTE News (September 23rd, 2018) reported that less than 10% of the number of staff required 

for CAMHS intellectual disabilities were in place.  In October 2018, 36,531 people were 

waiting for speech and language therapy (SLT) with a further 32,103 waiting for occupational 

therapy (OT).  One-quarter of those waiting for an OT assessment had been waiting more than 

a year (Sunday Independent, December 16th, 2018).  According to the Mental Health 

Commission (2020: 17), there are only “98 CAMHS beds nationally: 62 in Dublin, 20 in Galway 
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and 16 in Cork.”  The DES (2020:3) itself has stated that “the number of referrals (to CAMHS) 

for 2018 was 18,546 compared to 12,800 in 2011”.  TASC (2020: 2) has stated that  

“Medical health supports are also highly understaffed, with the Psychological Society of 

Ireland in September 2019 reporting a waiting list of 6,300 children for primary-care 

assessments and a waiting list of 3,345 adults for counselling (McDaid, 2020).” 

 

School Completion programmes have been stripped back and the lack of standardisation of 

SCP roles means vital supports to students and schools are being lost.  Cuts to the SCP 

programme amount to approximately one-quarter of its pre-recession budget (Irish Times, 

April 22nd 2017). 

 

Recommendations 

The TUI would like to make the following recommendations to the Committee: 

• There should be formal government recognition for the teacher charter which the 

teacher unions are currently working on. 

• It is essential that vital support structures within schools be restored.  This includes, 

but is not limited to, guidance support and middle management posts.   

• Significant investment is needed in out of school supports such as CAMHS. 

• Whilst recent changes in guidance provision (Circular 12/2017) and middle 

management posts (Circular 3/2018) are a small step in supporting students in 

difficulty, a much larger move in terms of full restoration of both is needed. 

• Every school should have a HSCL. 

 

Ends  

David Duffy (Education/Research Officer, TUI), dduffy@tui.ie, 01 4922588 
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Glossary 

CAMHS Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service 

C&C  Community and Comprehensive 

CSO  Central Statistics Office 

DCYA  Department of Children and Youth Affairs (Now DCEDIYA) 

DE  Department of Education 

DEIS  Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools 

DES  Department of Education and Skills  (Now DE) 

ESRI  Economic and Social Research Institute 

ETB  Education and Training Board 

EU  European Union 

HEA  Higher Education Authority 

HSCL  Home School Community Liaison 

IHREC  Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission  

NAPD  National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals 

NEPS  National Educational Psychological Service 

NERI  Nevin Economic Research Institute 

OCO  Ombudsman for Children’s Office 

OECD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

OT  Occupational Therapy 

PSI  Psychological Society of Ireland 

RCSI  Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland 

RTE  Raidio Teilifis Eireann 
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SCP  School Completion Programme 

SJI  Social Justice Ireland 

SLT  Speech and Language Therapy 

TASC  Think-tank for Action on Social Change 

TUI  Teachers’ Union of Ireland 

UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 

WTE  Whole Time Equivalent  
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funded, integrated, structured programme of care for patients with mental health conditions. 
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Sincerely, 

 
Fintan Foy 
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JMB Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and 

Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science, on the topic “School 

Bullying and The Impact on Mental Health” 

 

The Joint Managerial Body (JMB) welcomes the Oireachtas Joint Committee’s focus on the 

topic of Bullying and Mental Health and is grateful for this opportunity to present a 

submission on behalf of the organisation. 

The JMB was founded in 1964 to represent the interests of all voluntary secondary schools in 

the Republic of Ireland. It is the main decision-making and negotiating body for the 

management authorities of almost 380 voluntary secondary schools. The JMB comprises two 

founding organisations: AMCSS, the Association of Management of Catholic Secondary 

Schools and the ISA, the Irish School Heads' Association, representing the Protestant Schools 

in the State. 

 

Introduction 

While this renewed focus on the serious challenge of dealing with the causes and 

consequences of bullying in schools is welcome, it must be acknowledged at the outset that 

Ireland’s schools are generally happy and safe places and that school leaders, teachers and 

parents have been vigilant, proactive and responsive to this problem over many years. That 

said, new challenges have arisen in recent times with pandemic-related lockdowns and 

schools closures, increased reliance on technologies and the advent of cyber-bullying as a 

phenomenon as well as our increased awareness of the impact of homophobic and 

transphobic bullying on emerging adults. In this context, the timing of this Oireachtas-led 

discussion is particularly appropriate, especially as we are witnessing parallel challenges of 

pandemic-related loneliness and other mental health challenges coupled with the failure to 

adequately provide essential internal supports such as enhanced provision for guidance and 

counselling and year heads with time for duties. 

In responding to this consultation, our commentary can be summarised under three key 

principles: 

1. School-Wide 

2. Supported 

3. SPHE Driven 
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School-Wide 

There is no ‘silver bullet’ which will resolve the problem of bullying in schools, the 

workplace, within the family or in civic society as a whole. The challenges are both perennial 

and multi-faceted and will always demand constant vigilance as well as operational 

approaches attacking the problem from every possible aspect. For schools, the investment in 

energies and focus will bring returns on multiple levels in terms of student outcomes, 

attendance, retention and progression as well as making for a happier, less fraught workplace 

for the adults of the school community. The term ‘whole school’ has come to mean 

‘management plus teachers’ and is associated with compliance issues in the areas of 

curriculum and policy. JMB prefers the notion of ‘school-wide’ in tackling the issue of 

bullying. A school exists as a community within a community, with porous borders and a 

lifeworld extending way beyond its walls in terms of out-reach and in-reach. School-wide 

takes in the whole ecology of these communities and is a more appropriate notion as 

initiatives focussed solely on leaders, teachers and students will have limited and transient 

impact. 

Supported 

The State has responsibilities to school communities far beyond highlighting the issues and 

inviting commentary. JMB is, of course, prepared to support the provision of a renewed, 

coherent, and grounded range of supports to our schools in tackling the problem of bullying. 

Demanding updated policies and checking for compliance will do nothing to ameliorate the 

damage done to children and young adults by bullying – whether they are victims or 

victimisers. This is an all-fronts battle. We need not to have our principals overwhelmed with 

administrative workloads. We need our year heads to have time for duties ring-fenced and 

allocated-for. We need our guidance and counselling provision fully restored immediately. 

We need to have teacher time to generate and develop evidence-informed decisions around 

bullying. We need our parents to become more actively involved in our schools and not be 

forced to spend their school-contact time in fundraising to replace the 30% shortfall in state 

funding of the voluntary secondary sector. We need exemplification of best practice in other 

schools and jurisdictions. We need external supports in terms of facilitation and ongoing 

advice. We need leadership development in the areas of cyber-bullying, homophobic and 

transphobic bullying and school-wide approaches that work. Most of all, we need our school 

leaders freed-up to lead their schools and provided with additional deputy principal posts, 

especially in our DEIS schools. The principal is central to the success of this mission and 

unless the Department takes seriously the crippling effects of implementation and compliance 

overload, this will become yet another in the long list of the principal’s ‘to-dos’ – important, 

but impossible to get-to. 

SPHE-Driven 

We don’t have the time or money to re-invent wheels. In the context of the DES Anti-

Bullying Procedures of 2013, the SPHE anti-bullying resource, which effectively builds on 

the ‘Cool Schools’ model of some years ago, has all the characteristics of school-wide and 

supported, evidence informed and policy-based awareness-raising and action. It is timely now 

to re-publicise such an approach and address the factors that participating principals have 

identified as hindering its implementation: 
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• The majority of principals cite lack of time as the greatest restraint 

• Lack of substitution provision for the necessary in-school group meetings involved, 

and particularly in relation to teachers investigating incidents of bullying 

• Lack of coordination time 

• Need to return to this provision due to school closures and turnover/changes in school 

personnel 

• DES approval for in-school in-service  

The good news about this list of hindrances is that they are soluble and don’t include lack of 

motivation. Once our schools sustainably re-open again, a DES supported approach to re-

energising schools’ anti-bullying and positive mental health programmes would be welcomed 

and most timely. 

 

What changes to existing practices and policies in schools would improve how bullying can 

be tackled in schools? 

Every school has a bullying problem – it is inherent in the model of schooling we have 

inherited and may indeed be an artefact of human communal existence itself. That said, it can 

be successfully challenged by implementing the elements of the SPHE Programme which 

characterise the principles of supported, school-wide interventions discussed above. Where 

required, reinvigorating a school’s anti-bullying programme could involve some or all of the 

following steps:  

1. Review the existing policy against the expectations of the Department’s Anti-

Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2013) 

2. Integrate links with SPHE and other relevant programmes  

3. Facilitate a school-wide approach to the management of bullying 

4. Provide research on bullying via a student survey 

5. Provide professional development on bullying 

6. Measures at Whole School level: e.g. Friendship Week. 

7. Classroom Level: Intervention strategies for teachers; Lessons 

8. Individual level: Restorative approach; support; involving parents 

9. Provide for parent development in this area 

10. Facilitate development of a school plan and support its implementation 

  

How can awareness of bullying and its effects be raised at school level? 

Framing the problem as a simple binary (bully-bullied; victim-victimiser) represents a lazy 

form of judgement as research has shown a distinct overlap between those who have been 

bullied and those who admit having engaged in bullying behaviours themselves. It is thus 

incumbent on school communities to shy away from black and white simplistic solutions 

such as ‘zero tolerance’, and to focus on the development of communities characterised by 

respectful healthy relationships and a high degree of emotional awareness and adeptness. In 
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such a context, bullying behaviour stands-out as anomalous and a truly safe school will have 

its reporting, disclosure and response procedures ready for action at any given moment. 

 

Concluding Comments 

It is important at this time to point out that there exist high levels of damage to mental health 

in our society due to the isolating and anxiety-inducing effects of the Covid-19 lockdowns 

and school closures, the impact of technologies on young people in particular, the relentless 

pace of change, the demise of community supports, the gulf between rich and poor etc. 

Recent reports of dramatic increases in cases of online bullying – the vast majority of which 

occur outside school settings, demand urgent action. The social and emotional effects of such 

anxieties are reflected back into our schools through the attitudes and behaviours of students 

and it must be accepted by policymakers that seeking to site both the problem and the 

solution at the door of our schools represents neither a realistic nor an honest solution to this 

challenge.  

We are crying out for coherence in education policymaking and not just another instrumental 

and accountability-driven approach to piecemeal reform. In particular, an independent review 

of the mismatch between guidance and counselling allocations with the needs of students 

must be instituted as a matter of priority. Meanwhile, the Department’s existing approach to 

the issue of bullying, if properly resourced, presents an ideal opportunity for deep-change and 

renewal and not just another political opportunity to hang one more bauble on the Christmas 

trees that have become our schools.  

If we accept and affirm the underlying distress in schools due to the current anxiety-matrix 

afflicting our teachers, students and families, we can see it as symptomatic of something 

bigger and begin to transcend the artificial boundaries created by education sectors and 

governmental departments. Both at local school and national level, we must begin to 

recognise the need for national healing and authentic holism and to understand that restricted 

analyses of issues such as bullying (or for that matter literacy, numeracy, intercultural 

inclusion, mainstreaming special needs provision, tackling disadvantage etc. etc.) will offer 

only short-term strategies and approaches which are attractive but will only take us so far.  

While there is no quick fix, our contention is that schools have become highly stressed 

environments and that they should be ‘left alone’ to become the places of calm, growth, 

learning, enrichment and love they are capable of being. In this context, bullying, where it 

occurs, will stand out and be lit by the bright light of unacceptability by the whole 

community and not just by the long-suffering kid in 2B. 

 

John Curtis, JMB General Secretary 

15th February 2021 

 



School Bullying and The Impact on Mental Health 

ASTI Submission to Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation & Science, February 2021 

Introduction 

Globally, there is growing awareness and concern about violence and bullying in  schools. UNESCO has 

declared the first Thursday in November as the International Day against Violence and Bullying at 

School including Cyberbullying, recognizing that school-related violence in all its forms is an 

infringement of children’s and adolescents’ rights to education, health and well-being. Ireland has 

ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Child, Article 19 of which requires states to 

protect the child from abuse and neglect. In its first report to the Irish government in 2006, the UN 

Committee recommended that the State takes measures to combat bullying and that its impact be 

dealt with in a responsive and child-sensitive way. In 2013, Department of Education and Skills 

published the National Action Plan on Bullying and directed all schools to implement the related Anti-

Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools. More recently, the Child Protection 

Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2017) refers to the duty of school in terms of 

responding to bullying cases.  

 

Bullying and its impact on children’s mental health 

Bullying is increasingly understood as a form of abuse and violence. The highly-acclaimed Anti-Bullying 

Centre in DCU 1 identifies three main features of bullying: 1) Intentionality: Bullying is a goal-oriented 

and systematic abusive behaviour; 2) Repetition: Bullying happens repeatedly;  3) Imbalance of power: 

the systematic abuse of power is perpetrated by someone (perpetrator) who is either physically or 

psychologically stronger than the target. The impact of bullying on children has been extensively 

documented in the national and international literature and is uniformly deeply damaging in terms of 

the victim’s psychological and physical wellbeing. In many instances, it has a life-long negative impact.  

All of the reports on children’s wellbeing in Ireland refer to bullying as a major issue in children’s and 

young people’s lives. For example, the report of Comhairle na n’Óg to the 2016 UN Committee on the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child stated:  

Mental health and physical safety are the two main areas that we, as young people, are 

concerned about in Ireland. Bullying is the number one issue that worries us, followed closely 

by stress, and the pressures of school and home life.2 

Bullying happens in various contexts, especially when adult supervision is low. Cyber-bullying thrives 

in the latter environment.  Cyberbullying consists of negative behaviour occurring through electronic 

means of communication that is either repetitive and long-lasting or occurs one-time. It is intrusive, 

invasive of privacy and security and ‘always-on’. A widely acknowledged definition describes it as wilful 

and repeated harm inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices. 

 
1 https://antibullyingcentre.ie/ 
 
2 https://www.childrensrights.ie/sites/default/files/submissions_reports/files/PictureYourRights0515.pdf 
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3  Overall, cyberbullying has similar elements to offline bullying, but it can involve a larger audience, 

distance between the perpetrator and the victim and anonymity frequently for the former.  Certain 

unrepeated acts, such as posting an embarrassing picture online can harm the target by its repetitive 

exposure to others; hence, repetition is not one of the main criteria in cyberbullying.  

 

Schools’ response to bullying 

The 2013 Action Plan sets out a range of recommendations and actions to address bullying in schools, 

chief among which are developing a positive school culture and climate. It also underlines the need 

for evidence-based intervention strategies. The Anti-Bullying Procedures include a template for 

schools to record incidents of identity-based bullying such as racist, homophobic and cyber-bullying. 

Identity-based bullying is a particular issue for children of Traveller, Roma and migrant backgrounds, 

children with an illness or disability and LGBT+ young people.  

The reports from the Office of the Chief Inspector of the Department of Education & Skills provides 

aggregated data on quality and standards in primary and post-primary schools. The most recent report 

published in 2018 stated “schools are doing good work to tackle bullying and there is a marked 

improvement since the last report in the percentage of parents and students that are confident that 

schools will deal with bullying promptly and effectively”. 4 Significantly, 85% of students stated that 

they could get help from a teacher if they were being bullied.  

Research by the DCU Anti-Bullying Centre confirms that while the 2013 Procedures provide a clear 

framework for responding to allegations or incidents of bullying, concerns exist around the capacity 

of schools to engage in the prevention and intervention approaches recommended in the Procedures. 
5  The latter are central to the concept of the inclusive school and the creation of a positive school 

environment which foregrounds respect, dignity and safety for all students. The ASTI can absolutely 

confirm this research finding. Austerity measures in the last decade has resulted in a devastating loss 

of middle-management posts in schools. The latter are key to ensuring that whole-school policies such 

as that specified in the 2013 Procedures are delivered, monitored and regularly reviewed.  

Research also confirms that teachers need more concrete tools for bullying prevention work with 

adolescents, helping them to build resilience and self-confidence, as much as they need clear 

guidelines to intervene when bullying is detected.  In its submission to the Departmental consultation 

on the 2013 Anti-Bullying Action Plan, the ASTI underlined the need to support the Procedures with a 

national programme of Inservice for teachers. This did not happen.  The need for such a programme 

has not gone away. If anything, the changed societal landscape - in particular the growing emphasis 

on mental health and wellbeing, living safely and ethically in the online space, the need to have specific 

measures to protect the dignity of minorities and of LBGT+ students - is infinitely more complex and 

challenging than that which prevailed as recently as 2013. Huge advances have also taken place in  the 

 
3 
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_hig
her_education_research_innovation_and_science/submissions/2020/2020-11-05_opening-statement-and-
submission-dr-angela-mazzone-postdoctoral-researcher-national-anti-bullying-research-and-resource-centre-
dublin-city-university_en.pdf 
 
4 https://assets.gov.ie/25244/4f5eb802e7664dc4a9c6abdd9a93922b.pdf 
 
 
 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/submissions/2020/2020-11-05_opening-statement-and-submission-dr-angela-mazzone-postdoctoral-researcher-national-anti-bullying-research-and-resource-centre-dublin-city-university_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/submissions/2020/2020-11-05_opening-statement-and-submission-dr-angela-mazzone-postdoctoral-researcher-national-anti-bullying-research-and-resource-centre-dublin-city-university_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/submissions/2020/2020-11-05_opening-statement-and-submission-dr-angela-mazzone-postdoctoral-researcher-national-anti-bullying-research-and-resource-centre-dublin-city-university_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/submissions/2020/2020-11-05_opening-statement-and-submission-dr-angela-mazzone-postdoctoral-researcher-national-anti-bullying-research-and-resource-centre-dublin-city-university_en.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/25244/4f5eb802e7664dc4a9c6abdd9a93922b.pdf


research  space while at system level, schools must implement a Wellbeing Policy Statement and 

Framework for Practice. The latter identifies bullying, aggression and violence as key risk factors for 

students’ wellbeing.6 The Framework is a complex and multi-faceted approach to student wellbeing. 

It is predicated on complex organisational practices such as ‘collaborative problem-solving 

approaches’, ‘school-based screening and intervention tools to assess social, emotional and 

behavioural difficulties’, ‘policies and plans setting out how inclusive practice will be implemented in 

a way that fosters school connectedness, acceptance and celebration of diversity’.  This Framework 

was not accompanied by a national training programme either. No additional resources in the form of 

additional middle-management posts or Guidance Counselling posts have been  provided to ensure 

the effective implementation of this Framework in each school.  

 

ASTI recommendations for supports for schools  

The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically made society aware of the centrality of schools to the 

wellbeing of young people. Policy-makers must reflect on how government can better support the 

vital work of schools in educating, supporting and socialising our young people in the post-pandemic 

period. Schools are seriously under-invested in given the multiplicity of roles that they clearly 

discharge.  Schools cannot effectively address complex societal problems such as bullying if there are 

not enough teachers, not enough dedicated leadership posts, not enough specialist teachers such as 

Guidance Counsellors, no training programmes for teachers.  Many of the recommendations which 

the ASTI makes in this section of our submission are relevant to other areas of school life.  

Recommendation 1: Review the current Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary 

Schools to represent current bullying prevention and intervention research and the societal landscape 

in which children and adolescents live, in particular the digital landscape. 

Recommendation 2: Increase the number of middle-management leadership posts in schools to 

ensure  coordinated and evidence-based approaches to bullying prevention, including cyber bullying.  

Recommendation 3: Introduce a national CPD programme for teachers with particular emphasis on 

preventative approaches and restorative practices.  

Recommendation 4: Prior to implementing a revised SPHE/RSE programme in schools, a dedicated 

CPD programme must be provided for teachers of this programme. 7 A specific post-primary 

qualification for teaching SPHE and Wellbeing is also required to ensure high quality delivery of this 

course content. Currently, such a qualification is not provided by any higher education institution.  

Recommendation 5: Avoid curriculum overload. Anti-bullying prevention and intervention should be 

embedded into existing school policy and school curricula to avoid overload.  Teachers must be 

provided with professional time to discharge their non-classroom teaching duties, work as members 

of teams and engage in CPD. Relying exclusively on policies without enabling teachers to actually 

implement the policy is a deeply flawed approach to innovation in our schools.  

 
6 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/wellbeing-policy-statement-and-framework-for-
practice-2018%E2%80%932023.pdf#page=35 
 
7 https://ncca.ie/media/4462/report-on-the-review-of-relationships-and-sexuality-education-rse-in-primary-
and-post-primary-school.pdf 
 

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/wellbeing-policy-statement-and-framework-for-practice-2018%E2%80%932023.pdf#page=35
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/wellbeing-policy-statement-and-framework-for-practice-2018%E2%80%932023.pdf#page=35
https://ncca.ie/media/4462/report-on-the-review-of-relationships-and-sexuality-education-rse-in-primary-and-post-primary-school.pdf
https://ncca.ie/media/4462/report-on-the-review-of-relationships-and-sexuality-education-rse-in-primary-and-post-primary-school.pdf


 

Recommendation 6: Ensure continuous evaluation of effectiveness of the online safety and anti-

bullying and cyberbullying prevention and intervention programmes delivered in schools and 

elsewhere. Online safety messages need to be designed in such a way that they resonate with, and 

are understood, by young people.   

Recommendation 7:  Department of Education and Skills needs to have stronger engagement with 

social media and other online platforms/corporate bodies in order to optimise the reporting process 

and provide schools with effective ways to report cyberbullying and work on take-down measures.  

There is a widespread perception among teachers and principals that the corporate sector could and 

should play a more proactive role in promoting internet safety, protecting privacy, and listening to the 

online experiences of young people.  

Recommendation 8: Youth mental health services must be radically expanded. Camhs – the Child and 

Adolescent Mental Health Service - has come in for much criticism in recent years due to funding and 

staffing shortfalls. There are regular reports of children spending months or even years on waiting lists 

for an initial appointment. Regional disparities in terms of access to the service are stark. Last year it 

was revealed that nearly half the staff positions in Camhs were unfilled. 8 Teachers consistently report 

that when school responses are exhausted or insufficient to meet young people’s needs, the latter 

simply do not have access to Camhs or any other mental health service.  

Recommendation 9: Schools provide valuable life-enhancing activities such as sport, clubs and the 

arts to young people. These extra-curricular activities can have a huge impact in developing young 

people’s life skills, self-esteem, confidence and resilience as well as providing opportunities to make 

new friends.  It is a matter of regret to the ASTI that we are being told by teachers that they simply 

cannot engage in these activities due to their heavy workload. Research commissioned by ASTI in 2018 

found that the working week for teachers was typically 40+hours.9 Aside from the fact that heavy 

workload is a major stressor in teaching, with its attendant debilitating consequences for teacher 

morale and wellbeing, it is now impacting on what schools can offer young people outside their 

timetables.  

Recommendation 10:  Prioritise the wellbeing of teachers.  Why is teacher well-being important? 

Being healthy physically and emotionally, being socially active and being able to take care of 

themselves and of others helps teachers to become and remain happy and confident, positive and 

engaged in their own learning and teaching. It must now be recognised that teachers' overall well-

being must be fostered, developed and supported alongside their professional and intellectual 

development. The Department of Education and Skills should support the Work Positive Process – a 

joint teacher union and school management pilot project to identify, assess and control psychosocial 

hazards the workplace. 

 

 

 
8 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/youth-mental-health-services-in-spotlight-after-
kri%C3%A9gel-d%C3%BAn-laoghaire-cases-1.4074845 
 
9 https://www.asti.ie/document-library/teachers-work-work-demands-and-work-intensity-march-2018/ 
 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/youth-mental-health-services-in-spotlight-after-kri%C3%A9gel-d%C3%BAn-laoghaire-cases-1.4074845
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/ireland/irish-news/youth-mental-health-services-in-spotlight-after-kri%C3%A9gel-d%C3%BAn-laoghaire-cases-1.4074845
https://www.asti.ie/document-library/teachers-work-work-demands-and-work-intensity-march-2018/
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1 Introduction 

1.1 IPPN is the officially‐recognised professional body for the leaders of Irish primary schools. It is 

an independent, not‐for‐profit voluntary association with a local, regional and national 

presence. Recognised by the Minister for Education as an official Education Partner, IPPN works 

with the Department of Education, the National Parents’ Council, management bodies, unions, 

education agencies, academic institutions and children’s charities towards the advancement of 

primary education. IPPN articulates the collective knowledge and professional experience of 

over 6,000 Principals and Deputy Principals.  

1.2 This submission captures the issues, concerns and suggestions of a small number of Irish 

primary school leaders in relation to bullying in schools, as well as research we have been able 

to source in the short time provided to make the submission.  
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2 Health Impact 
2.1 The research that we have drawn from, including from the Journal of the American Medical 

Association (JAMA) Psychiatry and the Departments of Psychiatry at the Royal College of 

Surgeons of Ireland (RCSI) and Beaumont Hospital, provides compelling evidence of the severe 

impact of bullying – on the ‘victim’, their friends and family, those who witness bullying 

behaviour, and even on the perpetrator.  

2.2 The research confirms that bullying, whether of children or adults, can cause significant mental 

health issues - including social isolation, stress, anxiety, depression, even psychotic episodes 

and suicide, and leaves deep emotional scars – as well as physical health issues, including 

increased risk of heart disease and other serious illness. 

2.3 Chapter 2 of the Child Protection Procedures (2017) makes explicit reference to bullying as a 

form of abuse, with principals on their CPOR reporting when and if specific types of bullying has 

occurred and advice sought from Tusla. This indicates the level of damage that can be done 

when bullying behaviour isn’t identified early and dealt with effectively.  

2.4 Arseneault (2018) as referenced in Appendix I, highlights the fact that the scars of bullying are 

carried into adulthood. Adulthood, as other research highlights, can be very difficult for those 

who experience bullying in childhood. This is a key consideration in terms of mental health 

considerations and bullying. Consequently, early intervention and a focus on healing 

relationships are of crucial importance.  

2.5 It behoves everyone involved in education – policy-makers, officials in relevant government 

departments and education agencies, boards of management, school leaders, teachers, 

parents and everyone involved in school communities – to take seriously the issue of bullying, 

in all its forms, and to put in place and monitor effective measures to prevent and counteract 

it. 
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3 Issues to be addressed 

3.1 The Department of Education determines which aspects are delegated, or not, to the Boards of 

Management of almost 4,000 schools. Given the voluntary role of the eight-person Boards in 

each school, such delegation in effect means delegation to school leaders.  Given that there is 

little or no HR training provided for school leaders or Boards of Management, this can lead to 

difficulties in developing and implementing effective policies to prevent and counteract 

bullying, particularly in relation to adult bullying, and this leads also to stress and conflict.  

3.2 CPD and materials are not fully up-to-date in guiding schools, children and parents in relation 

to cyber bullying, racist bullying, homophobic/transphobic/gender-based bullying, which were 

not as widely understood at the point of developing the anti-bullying guidelines in 2013 

3.3 Teachers have significant preparation in dealing with children, but much less in dealing with 

adults, leaving them ill equipped for interactions with parents. This can exacerbate an already 

challenging situation and points to a gap in teacher/school leader CPD 

3.4 IPPN’s Leadership Support service provides guidance and support to school leaders on a wide 

range of issues. Of almost 7,000 cases logged by the service since September 2017, we have 

provided support in relation to a small number of bullying cases, as follows: 

3.5 Child-related bullying - 25 cases, of which 9 (36%) pertain to cyber/online bullying 

3.6 Adult/workplace bullying/staff grievance procedure – 29 cases 

3.7 Most people take the phrase ‘Bullying in schools’ to mean bullying of and by pupils / students. 

However, there is evidence of bullying among adults in school communities also.  

3.8 Adult bullying can present itself in a number of different ways –  

 Parents bullying teachers 

 Teachers or other staff bullying each other, including the principal, or bullying children 

 The principal bullying teachers, other staff or children 

 Some bullying can occur owing to disappointment relating to promotions to posts of 

responsibility in schools – there are few opportunities for teachers to progress, which can 

lead to frustration about the process, and resultant interpersonal issues.  

3.9 Boards of management are voluntary and not necessarily trained to provide support to the 

principal and staff in dealing with complex cases of bullying  

3.10 There is no significant body of research that we are aware of that gives an in-depth analysis of 

adult bullying in Irish schools – any studies we are aware of are small in scale. Perhaps this is an 

area the Committee might look to pursue.  

3.11 Bullying-related supports and services are not centrally organised and it can be unclear how to 

access them. 

3.12 A centrally approved anti-bullying programme that meets all the best practice guidelines that 

can be delivered, with training, at a local level would be of benefit to all schools.   

3.13 Given the significant impact adult bullying has on the school community, there is a need for 

clear guidance, CPD and supports to be made available to teachers, school leaders and boards 

of management 

3.14 There is a complete lack of training of school leaders in how to handle an aggressive or 

threatening approach from a staff member.  

3.15 As there is a lack of structure in education for dealing with such issues, school leaders, as front-

line managers, are left to deal with problems which should be the remit of the Board of 

Management 
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3.16 Research conducted by Dr Philip Riley for IPPN and our post-primary counterparts NAPD (See 

Appendix I – Philip Riley) highlights a very worrying point – that school principals experience 

nearly twice the incidence of threats of violence and actual physical violence at work than 

other population groups measured on the COPSOQ-II. The incidence is higher for female 

principals.  

3.17 A lack of timely access to counsellors to provide early intervention and support where bullying 

behaviour has been identified increases the risk of escalation and exacerbation in the 

behaviour and its impact 

3.18 There is overwhelming recognition across schools of the importance of multidisciplinary teams 

to provide support for pupils and their families who experience socio-economic inequalities 

which may result in bullying. This finding highlights a need for the Department of Education and 

the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth to come together in 

adopting a strategic approach to developing multidisciplinary teams in and around schools.  

These teams should focus on bullying and the other emotional needs of children. 

3.19 According to research by the DCU National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre, the 

number of cyber-bullying incidents has soared during lockdown – see Irish Times article 8th 

February 2021 in Appendix I.  
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4 Recommendations 

 

4.1 Structures and Resources 

4.1.1 To enable them to carry out their very important governance role in relation to child 

protection and staff management, Boards of Management require training in relation to 

bullying guidelines, procedures, best practices and how to support the principal in managing 

difficult cases. 

4.1.2 Provide for a fully-trained member of staff in each school who has allocated time as a school-

based behaviour support teacher, to provide first-level support to teachers and the principal 

and Board relating to all issues related to bullying, and liaise with external experts as needed. 

 

 

4.2 Training 

4.2.1 Refresh teacher CPD on bullying prevention and counteraction, including content based on 

the tenets of the professional Code of Conduct of the Teaching Council 

4.2.2 Additional CPD modules for all teachers with regard to prevention and counteraction relating 

to the following specific issues:   

o Cyber-bullying 

o Homophobic/transphobic and gender-based bullying 

o Anti-racism/racist bullying 

o Adult/workplace bullying 

o Socio-economic disadvantage 

o Disability. 

4.2.3 Professional development in dignity in the workplace/ restorative practices, relationship 

building and the prevention and counteraction of adult bullying is crucial and should be 

available as CPD for teachers and SNAs. Ideally, this would be delivered by experienced 

practitioners with an educational background, and resourced in a similar way to the CPD 

provided on the Incredible Years programme which has been rolled out to all DEIS schools, 

which is highly regarded, and offers training for all teachers in a school, as well as parents.  
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4.3 Standard Policies/Templates 

4.3.1 National standard anti-bullying policy templates which can be used by schools, showcasing 

best practices, and updated regularly to include the latest thinking, research and tools 

4.3.2 Such policy templates would include the aims of the policy, a clear definition of bullying and 

what constitutes a ‘bullying incident’ as well as categories of bullying behaviour, the 

strategies the school will implement to prevent bullying and the procedures that will be 

followed in dealing with incidents of bullying, how this will be monitored, the roles and 

responsibilities of the school community in relation to the policy and how and when the 

policy will be reviewed and ratified. 

4.3.3 Template communications for pupils/students and parents in relation to bullying 

4.3.4 Best practice policy statements relating to cyber bullying and bullying behaviours that are 

discriminatory on the basis of race, gender, sexual orientation, socio—economic disadvantage, 

disability or any other form of bullying, as part of an overall bullying policy, would set out to 

promote the celebration of difference and facilitate effective protection and redress against 

all forms of discrimination within a school, sending a clear message that bullying in any form 

will not be tolerated, and to fulfil a school’s legal obligation to the pupils, staff and parents.  

4.3.5 Dignity in the workplace policy development – standard policy and template to address 

potential adult bullying behaviours. This is about creating a school culture that respects 

everyone in the school community, where children and adults alike can thrive.  

 

 

4.4 Student and Parent Charter  

4.4.1 There is a real opportunity to identify, implement and embed best practice in terms of 

bullying prevention and counteraction, with the development of the proposed Student and 

Parent Charter.  

4.4.2 Its development and successful implementation in schools requires meaningful consultation 

with the affected parties – school leaders, teachers, pupils/students and parents as well as 

Board of Management representatives. This would need to include consultation in relation to 

bullying policy and implementation.  

4.4.3 The Charter needs to take into account the responsibilities as well as the rights of all parties 

to ensure that it is balanced and fair. 

4.4.4 Currently, parents are told by HSE that services are available in primary schools when they are 

not necessarily available to individual schools. There needs to be clarity around what 

resources are available, to manage parents’ expectations. Otherwise, this pits parents against 

schools when everyone should be working together.  
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4.5 Supports & Services 

4.5.1 Ensure that all schools are aware of the supports and services currently available and how to 

avail of them – a clear ‘pathway’ needs to be developed and provided in a central repository, 

ideally hosted by a single credible body such as a recognised education stakeholder 

organisation. See the list of supports below that IPPN is currently aware of; this list is by no 

means exhaustive. 

4.5.2 A central helpline/hub that school leaders, teachers and parents can contact to access expert 

guidance and support in relation to all forms of bullying and effective strategies, tools and 

materials to prevent and counteract bullying behaviour, both child-related and 

workplace/adult-related. Currently, if schools have a child protection concern, they can call 

the duty care social worker for guidance. This helpline would ideally be organised in a similar 

way.  

4.5.3 Inclusive educational environments focus on equal opportunities for all children. If schools 

are to become truly inclusive, they will have access to occupational therapists, speech and 

language therapists, psychologists etc. to support children with additional needs. There are 

clear deficiencies in resourcing across the system. 

4.5.4 Every school should have special education/additional needs teachers and SNAs to meet the 

needs of the children in that school. The current resourcing is inadequate in many schools, 

particularly for new and developing schools.  

 

 

4.6 Future Research 

4.6.1 There is a dearth of research on adult bullying in Irish education. This is something that the 

Committee could perhaps commission.  
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5 Research 

See Appendices which contains relevant excerpts of the following: 

 Child Protection Procedures 2017 – Excerpts 

 DCU National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre report - National Anti-Bullying 

Procedures by School Principals between 2013-2016 

 Principal Health and Wellbeing Survey (2014) - Irish Primary and Deputy Principals 

Occupational Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey, Dr Philip Riley, Australian Catholic 

University - Excerpts 

 IPPN Position Paper – Emotional wellbeing in Irish Primary Schools, 2016 

 Colm Ó Tuathail - A Small Case Study Into How School Leaders Address Workplace Bullying 

(TCD Master in Education research, 2015) - Excerpts 

 Grace Sheehan - Occupational Health Reports, Perceived Control and Bullying at Work - The 

Experience of Primary Principals in Ireland (UCC Master in Applied Psychology research, 2018) 

– Excerpts 

 Bullying and psychotic experiences: Type, reason, timing and gender, Niamh Dhondt, Colm 

Healy, Mary Cannon, Departments of Psychiatry at the RCSI and Beaumont Hospital 

 Concurrent and Longitudinal Contribution of Exposure to Bullying in Childhood to Mental 

Health The Role of Vulnerability and Resilience, Journal of the American Medical Association 

(Psychiatry) 

 Relevant newspaper and website articles. 

The full reports are available to the Committee on request.  
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6 Supports available 

 

6.1 Child bullying 

 DE Child Protection Procedures 2017 

 Children First National Guidance 2017 

 DE website www.TackleBullying.ie    

 webwise.ie  - cyberbullying and online safety 

 PDST anti-bullying support materials (https://www.pdst.ie/primary/antibullying)  

 DE Stay Safe programme, part of SPHE curriculum at primary level 

 PDST Walk Tall programme 

 ISPCC ‘Shield’ anti-bullying programme 

 Anti-bullying Institute (ABI) bullying prevention programme 

 Anti-bullying Campaign bullying prevention programme. 

 

6.2 Workplace bullying 

 the Teaching Council Professional Code of Conduct 

 The Health and Safety Authority (HSA) and the Workplace Relations Commission (WRC) Code 

of Practice for Employers and Employees on the prevention and resolution of workplace 

bullying, which came into effect on 23rd December 2020 

 Working Together document (INTO, 2000). 

 

  

https://pdst.ie/sites/default/files/Child%20Protection%20Procedures%202017.pdf
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/Children_First_National_Guidance_2017.pdf
http://www.tacklebullying.ie/
http://www.webwise.ie/
https://www.pdst.ie/primary/antibullying
https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/en/fitness-to-teach/updated-code-of-professional-conduct/
https://www.hsa.ie/eng/publications_and_forms/publications/codes_of_practice/code_of_practice_foremployers_and_employees_onthe_prevention_and_resolution_ofbullying_at_work.pdf
https://www.hsa.ie/eng/publications_and_forms/publications/codes_of_practice/code_of_practice_foremployers_and_employees_onthe_prevention_and_resolution_ofbullying_at_work.pdf
https://www.hsa.ie/eng/publications_and_forms/publications/codes_of_practice/code_of_practice_foremployers_and_employees_onthe_prevention_and_resolution_ofbullying_at_work.pdf
https://www.into.ie/app/uploads/2019/07/WorkingTogether.pdf
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Appendix 1: Child Protection Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools 2017 – Excerpts 

Link to publication 

 

Bullying 

It is recognised that bullying affects the lives of an increasing number of children and can be the cause 

of genuine concerns about a child’s welfare. Children First National Guidance 2017 outlines that 

bullying can be defined as repeated aggression – whether it be verbal, psychological or physical – that 

is conducted by an individual or group against others. Children First National Guidance 2017 describes 

bullying as behaviour that is intentionally aggravating and intimidating, and occurs mainly among 

children in social environments such as schools. It includes behaviours such as physical aggression, 

cyber bullying, damage to property, intimidation, isolation/exclusion, name calling, malicious gossip 

and extortion. Bullying can also take the form of identify abuse based on gender, sexual preference, 

race, ethnicity and religious factors. With developments in modern technology, children can also be 

the victims of non-contact bullying, via mobile phones, the internet and other personal devices. 

While bullying can happen to any child, some may be more vulnerable. These include children with 

disabilities or special educational needs; those from ethnic minority and migrant groups; those from 

the Traveller community; lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT) children and those perceived to 

be LGBT; and children of minority religious faiths. 

There can be an increased vulnerability to bullying amongst children with special educational needs. 

This is particularly so among those who do not understand social cues and/or have difficulty 

communicating. Some children with complex needs may lack understanding of social situations and 

therefore trust everyone implicitly. Such children may be more vulnerable because they do not have 

the same social skills or capacity as others to recognise and defend themselves against bullying 

behaviour. 

Research suggests that children with disabilities and with special educational needs are more likely to 

be bullied than others. Homophobic and transphobic bullying (bullying targeted at those who are or 

who are perceived to be LGBT) has also been found to be prevalent with evidence that such pupils 

have particular difficulty in speaking up or reporting the bullying behaviour. 

Children First National Guidance 2017 states that bullying in schools can be a particular problem due 

to the fact that children spend a significant portion of their time there and are in large social groups. 

In the first instance school authorities are responsible for dealing with school based bullying 

behaviour. School authorities are required to have a code of behaviour and an anti-bullying policy in 

place in accordance with the Department’s “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary 

Schools” (the Anti-Bullying Procedures) and Circular 0045/2013. 

https://pdst.ie/sites/default/files/Child%20Protection%20Procedures%202017.pdf
https://pdst.ie/sites/default/files/Child%20Protection%20Procedures%202017.pdf
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The Anti-Bullying Procedures define bullying as “unwanted negative behaviour, verbal, psychological 

or physical conducted by an individual or group against another person (or persons) and which is 

repeated over time”. In the context of the Anti-Bullying Procedures “placing a once-off offensive or 

hurtful public message, image or statement on a social network site or other public forum where that 

message, image or statement can be viewed and/or repeated by other people” is also regarded as 

bullying behaviour. 

School personnel should be aware of their school’s anti-bullying policy and the procedures to be 

followed in relation to any alleged bullying incidents. Children First National Guidance 2017 and the 

Anti-Bullying Procedures provide that in cases of serious instances of bullying where the behaviour is 

regarded as possibly abusive, a referral may need to be made to Tusla or An Garda Síochána as 

appropriate. Where school personnel have concerns about a child arising from alleged bullying 

behaviour but are not sure whether to report the matter to Tusla, the designated liaison person shall 

seek advice from Tusla in accordance with the procedures set out in chapter 5 of these procedures. 
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Appendix 2: DCU National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre report - Anti-Bullying 

Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools - A Survey of Implementation Among School 

Principals, 2017 

Link to report 

 

Introduction 

The following report has been developed by ABC – National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource 

Centre (ABC) at Dublin City University arising from research conducted into the implementation of 

Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools which were published by the 

Department of Education and Skills in September 2013. These procedures were developed to give 

direction and guidance to school authorities and school personnel in preventing and tackling school-

based bullying behaviour. The new Procedures and an associated Department Circular 0045/2013 

apply to all recognised primary and post-primary schools in Ireland. 

The Anti-Bullying Procedures arose out of a review of the 1993 Guidelines on Countering Bullying in 

Schools, a forum hosted by the Minister for Education and Skills with the Minister for Children and 

Youth Affairs (2012), and the Action Plan on Bullying – Report of the Anti-Bullying Working Group to 

the Minister for Education and Skills (January 2013) and as such they represent the most significant 

development in relation to tackling bullying in schools for 20 years. In these Anti-Bullying Procedures 

responsibility for tackling bullying among pupils falls to the individual school. 

At the end of a period of 3 years of implementation, it was decided to undertake research to ascertain 

the extent to which these Procedures had been successfully implemented at a local level by school 

management. A survey was conducted by researchers at DCU’s National Anti-Bullying Research and 

Resource Centre (www.dcu.ie/abc) with colleagues in DCU’s Educational Disadvantage Centre 

(www.dcu.ie/edc) with support from DCU Institute of Education’s shared research fund. 

ABC is a national research and resource facility at DCU. Researchers at ABC were the first in Ireland to 

undertake research on school bullying (1996), workplace bullying (1999), homophobic bullying (2004) 

and cyberbullying (2009). ABC leads the field of research, resource development, and training in 

bullying, in Ireland and is an internationally recognised centre of excellence in bullying research. The 

Centre's activities are currently funded by the Department of Education & Skills under the National 

Action Plan on Bullying (2013), the Irish Research Council, the EU's Erasmus+ Framework Program for 

Education, Training, Youth and Sport, DCU Research and Innovation Unit, and the Fulbright 

Commission. ABC works in partnership with other research centres in DCU including the Educational 

Disadvantage Centre and the Centre for Assessment Research and Policy in Education (CARPE). The 

https://antibullyingcentre.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/NAP-Report-Publish-Final-11-July-2017.pdf
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Centre is also a strategic partner with the Norwegian Centre for Learning Environment and 

Behavioural Research in Education and the Cyberbullying Research Centre (USA). 

 

Aims of the Study 

The associated Department Circular 0045/2013 required all schools to fully comply with the Anti-

Bullying Procedures no later than the end of the second term of the 2013/14 school year. By the time 

this study was conducted, in autumn 2016, schools had been implementing the Procedures at a local 

level for 3 years. The aim of the study was to establish the extent of the implementation by school 

management. 

 

Methodology and Profile of Participants 

The survey was designed by researchers at ABC with colleagues in the Educational Disadvantage 

Centre, with further input from the Central Policy Unit of the Department of Education & Skills, the 

National Association for Principals and Deputy Principals (NAPD) and the Irish Primary Principals 

Network (IPPN). 

The survey was mainly quantitative in nature, containing 37 closed questions specifically related to 

the content of the National Action Plan on Bullying (2013) and related Policies and Procedures, 

however, it also included 3 questions that allowed for a more qualitative response. The survey was 

initially distributed online to all school principals in Ireland (n = 4028) in October 2016 with reminders 

sent by email a further 4 times, before the survey closed in December 2016. There was a 23% response 

rate (n = 918) broadly representing most types of schools in Ireland. Participants described their school 

as one or more of the following: Mainstream Primary Schools (65%), Mainstream Post-Primary Schools 

(26%), DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) Primary Schools (15%) and DEIS Post-

Primary (6%). The DEIS plan was introduced in 2005 to tackle educational inequalities among children 

and young people. 

 

Findings 

Policy 

Principals were asked if their school had an anti-bullying policy in place and if they had used the 

content of the template provided by the Department of Education and Skills’ Anti-Bullying Procedures. 

The results point toward some success with the implementation of the Procedures as 100% of 

respondents reported that their school had an Anti-Bullying Policy which is a requirement of the Anti-

Bullying Procedures and the associated Department Circular 0045/2013. Furthermore, 98% of 



IPPN Submission   P a g e  | 14 
Bullying in Schools & Mental Health Impact  

respondents reported that they had updated their school’s anti-bullying policy since 2013 to reflect 

the content of the template provided with the Anti-Bullying Procedures. 

 

Prevalence and Impact of Bullying 

In relation to incidents of bullying, 42% of respondents stated an increase in reports of bullying since 

the introduction of the Procedures with the majority (79%) of principals reporting up to 9 recorded 

incidents of bullying per term. 

 

The increase in the number of reported cases of bullying is probably more reflective of schools having 

more clarity on the definition of bullying and employing better reporting mechanisms, rather than an 

actual increase in the amount of bullying occurring in schools. 

 

Principals were asked about the impact of bullying on the children in their schools. The overwhelming 

majority of respondents were unequivocal in their belief that bullying can have a negative impact on 

a child’s attendance (96%) and academic performance (97%) at school. This points to a direct link 

between bullying and a heightened risk of early school leaving.  

 

Tackling Bullying 

While our findings revealed that the majority of principals who responded to the survey had in place 

an anti-bullying policy and were aware of the possible negative impact of bullying on academic 

performance and attendance, the results show that schools are challenged when it comes to 

implementing the more practical aspects of the Procedures. 

 

The Anti-Bullying Procedures require schools to identify the most suitable intervention for their 

school, and to research and understand both the techniques of intervention involved and the 

assumptions and rationale of particular methods. Only 42% of respondents reported that they had 

undertaken this type of research. 

 

The Procedures also require schools to appoint a “relevant teacher(s)” to investigate and deal with 

cases of bullying. When asked if they had appointed a specific member of staff to undertake this task 

only half (51%) of respondents reported that a specific member of staff had been appointed to 

investigate and tackle bullying in their school. A recent report for the European Commission went 

further in its recommendation that each school should establish a committee to develop a whole-

school approach to tackling bullying (Downes & Cefai 2016). So our finding that just 51% of the 
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principals surveyed reported that they had appointed a relevant teacher raises questions about 1) the 

role this teacher has in relation to other staff, parents and pupils, and 2) what steps have the other 

49% of schools taken to implement a whole-school approach to tackling bullying. 

 

The Anti-Bullying Procedures require schools to have specific supports in place for those who are 

bullied and those who engage in bullying behaviour. In relation to supporting those who are bullied 

75% of principals responded that they had specific supports in place while less (67%) reported that 

they had supports in place for those who engage in bullying. While the majority of principals confirmed 

that their schools provide specific supports for those who are bullied and those who engage in bullying 

behaviour, it is a concern that 25% did not provide specific supports for those who are bullied and 33% 

did not provide specific supports for those who bully. 

 

Principals were asked what additional resources they required, if any, in order to meet the 

requirements of the Anti-Bullying Policies and Procedures. The most frequently occurring replies are 

illustrated in Figure 3. Principals overwhelming preference was that the Department of Education & 

Skills provide a national anti-bullying programme, with training, for schools to implement. 

 

Principals were asked if children in their schools could easily access qualified counsellors when they 

experienced bullying but only 39% of respondents agreed that this was the case. This finding is of 

particular concern given the increasing and widespread recognition in international research that 

bullying impacts upon not only short-term mental health issues, but also risks long-term damage to 

mental health (Thornberg et al, 2013). 

 

95% of principals agreed that it is important for multidisciplinary teams of teachers and other 

professionals to work together to provide support for pupils/students and their families who 

experience extreme levels of socio-economic inequality which may result in bullying. This figured 

increased to 97% for DEIS schools. Multidisciplinary teams in and around schools are a basic feature 

of good practice in many European contexts (Edwards & Downes 2013) and are recommended in a 

range of EU Commission documents (EU Commission 2013, 2015). 

 

Conclusions 

The key findings in this national survey clearly highlight in a positive way the significance of the 

introduction in 2013 by the Department of Education & Skills of National Anti-Bullying Procedures for 

Primary and Post-Primary Schools. These Procedures provide clarity about bullying and an overarching 
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national approach to tackling bullying at a local level in schools. The Procedures ensure that schools 

understand that they are required to be accountable for how they manage bullying. Our findings show 

that the introduction of the Procedures was a positive step in how the Irish school system tackles 

bullying, particularly in terms of developing local anti-bullying policies, raising awareness and 

reporting bullying. 

 

With regard to principals’ perceptions of the impact of bullying on attendance and academic 

performance at school, together with the reported gaps in access to qualified counsellors we are 

concerned about the long-term effects on those who are bullied and those who engage in bullying. A 

lack of access to counsellors risks a situation where problems associated with being bullied or engaging 

in bullying behaviour become worse without early intervention and supports. There is also a need for 

school management to prioritise fulfilling their obligation to implement the Anti-Bullying Procedures 

particularly in relation to appointing a relevant teacher and/or developing whole-school committees 

to tackle bullying in an ongoing way at local level. 

 

There is overwhelming recognition across schools of the importance of multidisciplinary teams to 

provide support for pupils and their families who experience socio-economic inequalities which may 

result in bullying. This finding highlights a need for the Department of Education & Skills and the 

Department of Children and Youth Affairs to come together to develop a strategic approach to 

developing multidisciplinary teams in and around schools with a focus on bullying among other 

emotional needs of children. 

 

The Action Plan on Bullying (2013) and related Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools has 

provided a national integrated strategic approach to tackling bullying in schools. However, based on 

responses from principals it seems that many of them have not been able to meet the Procedure’s 

requirement to identify the most suitable intervention for their school. This includes identifying 

specific supports for those who experience bullying and those who engage in bullying. As such they 

are asking for more support in doing this, possibly through the introduction of some form of centrally 

approved anti-bullying programme that can be delivered, with training, at a local level. Such a 

programme would be informed by findings from national and international research that show the 

need to take a whole-school approach led by a specific staff member or a school committee (Downes 

and Cafai, 2016; O’Higgins Norman and Sullivan, 2017). 
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Appendix 3: Principal Health and Wellbeing Survey (2014) - Irish Primary and Deputy Principals 

Occupational Health, Safety and Wellbeing Survey, Dr Philip Riley, Australian Catholic University - 

Excerpts 

 

Chief Investigator 

Associate Professor Philip Riley, from Australian Catholic University, a registered psychologist with the 

Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency oversaw the project. He is a former school principals 

and deputy principal, and is also the Chief Investigator for The Australian Principals and deputy 

principals Health and Wellbeing Survey. The Irish survey was conducted using the same protocols as 

the Australian survey, which has run annually in Australia since 2011. 

 

The Survey 

The survey captured three types of information drawn from existing robust and widely used 

instruments. First, comprehensive school demographic items drawn from the Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) (Williams, et al., 2007), Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) (Thomson, et al., 2011), and International Confederation of Principals and deputy 

principals surveys were used to capture differences in occupational heatlh and safety (OH&S0 

associated with the diversity of school settings and types. Second, personal demographic and 

historical information was captured. Third, principals and deputy principals’ quality of life and 

psychosocial coping were investigated, by employing two widely used measures, the AQoL-8D 

(Richardson, et al., 2009; Richardson, Iezzi & Maxwell, 2014) and COPSOQ-II (Jan Hyld Pejtersen, et al., 

2010). The combination of items from these instruments allows opportunities for comprehensive 

analysis of variation in both OH&S and wellbeing as a function of school type, sector differences and 

the personal attributes of the principals and deputy principals themselves. 

 

Ireland’s Primary School Principals and Deputy Principals: A Snapshot 

 Responses from 624 principals are reported. 

 72.9% female 

 Administrative principals comprised 49% and Teaching Principals 39.35% of the survey. 7.45% 

were deputies. 49.2% were in the role full time 

 Average age 47.42 years 

 Most had been in their current role for 9.25 years and leadership roles for 11.71 years, 

following 13 more years in teaching. 
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 Approximately 54.4% work upwards of 41 hours a week during term with just over 18% 

working upwards of 56 hours per week. During school holidays, 22.6% work upwards of 25 

hours per week. 

 Annual salaries range from <€40,000 - >€120,00 per annum. 

 84% rate personal achievement as very important or higher. 

 97.3% rate personal relationships with family and friends as very important or higher. 

 81.4% are in a partner relationship, and 82% report that their greatest source of support 

comes from their partner. Almost one quarter of their partners also work in the education 

sector. 

 64.7% have children living at home. 

 19.4% of the principals have a family member with a long-term health condition, with serious 

impact on the family in 5.3% of the sample. 

 They appear to come from stable backgrounds and have been upwardly mobile and value 

education for themselves as well as others: 84.9% were living with a mother and father at age 

14. The families of origin appear to be largely working class with about 15% of their parents 

qualified with a university degree, whereas 33.3% of the principals have a masters degree or 

above, mostly in formal leadership courses. 

 47.1% volunteer their time for community support outside of their role, and 40.9% are active 

members of a formal community or sporting association. 

 62.7% of the sample conducts regular spiritual practice. 

 There are large differences in their self-reported maintenance of healthy levels of exercise, 

diet and weight control. 

 Only 82% of respondents rate their own happiness as very important or higher. 

 They are generally positive about their job with only 2.6% becoming frequently depressed 

about it. 

 44% are taking prescription medication for a diagnosed condition. 

 Most maintain a healthy alcohol intake, and do not use it to manage stress. 

 Principals experience nearly twice the incidence of threats of violence actual physical violence 

at work than other population groups measured on the COPSOQ-II. The incidence is higher for 

female principals.  

 Cluster analysis revealed that despite having many predictive attributes for high scores on 

both wellbeing (PWI) and quality of life (AQoL-8D) measures, collectively principals score less 

than the general population on both. Their mental health ranges from very good to very poor. 

The differences are outlined in more detail in the full report. 
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Recommendation A: Improving the wellbeing of principals and deputy principals through 

Professional Support 

Principals and deputy principals mostly learn how to deal with the demanding emotional aspects of 

the role on the job, rather than through systematic preparation. In other professions, such as 

psychology and social work, where highly charged emotional interactions occur, high levels of 

professional support and debriefing are standard procedure. This is not so in education. As a result, 

the average principals’ and deputy principals’ wellbeing survey scores are lower than the average 

citizen. However, there is a lot of variation and distinct differences between the principals and deputy 

principals who appear to be coping well with the complexity of the role and those who are not. 

Professional support is a strong predictor of coping with the stresses of the role (job demands), 

therefore policies need to be developed that address this issue directly. In the 21st Century, no 

principals and deputy principals should feel unsupported in the face of growing job complexity, 

increased scrutiny stress from public accountability and decreased control over the ways in which the 

accountability targets are met (Riley & Langan-Fox, 2013). The evidence from this survey and a similar 

study in Australia (available at: http://principalhealth.org.au/reports) clearly points to the benefits of 

professional support for all principals and deputy principals. Those who receive the least have the 

greatest challenges to maintain their mental health. The principals and deputy principals identified as 

coping least well with their daily tasks had the lowest levels of professional support from colleagues 

and superiors while those who coped the best reported the highest levels of professional support. This 

is an area of improvement that would be relatively easy for education systems to improve. 

1. Provide opportunities for principals and deputy principals to engage in professional support 

networks on a regular basis. 

a. Networks would need to be determined locally, contextually and formally, and provide 

opportunities for informal support alongside formal support, outlined in Recommendation B. 

b. A provision of time for principals and deputy principals to build and maintain professional support 

networks would be needed. 

c. This could be augmented by experienced principal mentors, perhaps retired principals, visiting 

schools to provide support in the form of professional conversations (“agenda-less” meetings) 

allowing school principals and deputy principals time to discuss the day-to-day functioning of their 

schools with a sympathetic, experienced colleague. 
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Recommendation B. Professional Learning 

Systematic attention needs to be paid to the professional learning of principals and deputy principals, 

as targeted professional support. There is a considerable need for skill development in the emotional 

aspects of the leadership role outlined in Recommendation A: dealing with the highs and lows 

associated with the emotional investment of parents in their children. In-service provision of 

education on the emotional aspects of teaching, learning, organizational function, emotional labour, 

dealing with difficulties and conflicts in the workplace, employee assistance programs, debriefing self 

and others would be a great benefit. 

 

Targeted professional learning is likely to make principals and deputy principals feel better supported 

than they currently report. Provision of ongoing professional learning is likely to assist all principals 

and deputy principals in two ways. First, by skill improvement and secondly through the benefits of 

increased perceptions of support outlined in Recommendation A.  

 

The three areas that all principals and deputy principals’ report lacking in confidence about their 

managerial skills are: Managing myself and my time; Dealing with Stress and Pressure; and, Budgeting. 

Even principals and deputy principals who are dealing well with these issues will benefit from 

professional learning in these areas. 

 

Recommendation C. Review the work practices of Teaching Principals and deputy principals 

Teaching principals and deputy principals report lower levels of physical and mental health, coping, 

confidence, autonomy, personal wellbeing and a raft of other negative factors, along with the highest 

levels of work-related stress. As the role of principals and deputy principals has changed significantly 

in the last 15 years, becoming increasingly complex, the teaching principal and deputy principal may 

be roles that are becoming impossible to carry out effectively. The current report presents strong 

evidence of the negative factors associated with the role. Further investigation is needed to determine 

which, if any, teaching principals and deputy principals are thriving in the role and what factors may 

be contributing to this, so that employment conditions can be altered for the other teaching principals 

and deputy principals. It should be noted that, consistent with the literature on stress in the 

professions (Langan-Fox and Cooper, 2011), job satisfaction, which all principals and deputy principals  

report at very high levels, is not a protective factor, and does not mediate or moderate the other 

negative factors involved in the role. 
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Recommendation D: Address Bullying and Violence 

There is need to form a working party to independently investigate: 

1. adult-adult bullying (occurring at triple the rate of the general population); and 

2. threats of, and actual violence in schools (occurring at double the rate of the general 

population). 

 

The working party should consist of all the stakeholders with an independent facilitator/chair. The 

group could establish its own terms of reference and also seek access to expert advice. Specifically, it 

should investigate: 

1. differences in the occupational risk of the different types of principals and deputy principals, 

with particular emphasis on Female Teaching Principals and Deputy Principals in primary 

schools, and Administrative Principals and Deputy Principals in second level schools who are 

most at risk. 

2. whether/how the risk also extends to teachers and students. 

3. Governance structures, information flow between adults, and external influences on school 

functioning. 

4. The working party should have powers to interview teachers, parents and students. The 

consequences of offensive behaviour in schools are likely to become costly for employers, 

through: time lost to ill health; absenteeism; OH&S claims against employers’ for not providing 

a safe working environment; reduced functioning while at work (presenteeism). Therefore the 

investment in such a working party may prove to be the least expensive option in relation to 

this issue. The difficulties between the adult stakeholders in schools that have been identified 

in the survey need to be acknowledged and dealt with on a more systematic basis.  
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Appendix 4: IPPN Position Paper - Emotional Wellbeing in Primary Schools, 2016 

 

Context 

For several years principals have been highlighting increasing levels of child emotional ill-health, 

including issues such as anxiety, depression, neglect, obesity, bullying, physical and sexual abuse, drug 

and alcohol abuse, anti-social behaviour and specific mental illness.  

 

Meanwhile, principals say that they do not feel sufficiently trained to support these children 

adequately. Clearly, teachers are not trained to diagnose, solve or resolve emotional and mental 

health problems among their students or their families. However, there are some actions that can be 

taken by schools to support these children, and their families, provided the required supports and 

training are provided at a national level. This position paper sets out to examine what needs to be 

done and how this may be achieved. 

 

The proportion of principals citing depression among children as the greatest child welfare challenge 

has doubled since 2009. Three times as many principals in 2016 stated that mental illness was the 

greatest child welfare challenge than in 2009. In the same way, neglect has increased by 6%, and 

obesity has doubled from 3.3% in 2009 to 6.1% in 2015.  In 2016, the greatest challenge is family issues 

such as marital breakdown and bereavement. Despite the anti-bullying guidelines and training for 

teachers on bullying prevention, the rate of bullying has remained constant during this period, with 

25% stating in both 2009 and 2015 that bullying was the greatest challenge. The number of principals 

citing anti-social behaviour reduced from 17.9% to 10.8% in the same time period, which may also be 

explained by the focus on, and resources given to, bullying prevention strategies. The number of 

principals citing alcohol abuse, drug abuse, sexual abuse or physical abuse as the greatest challenge 

in the past 6 years has declined slightly, which is also encouraging.  

 

The Issue 

Given the prevalence of child welfare issues in our primary schools, and the related issues around 

emotional wellbeing, it is crucial that school principals and teachers are equipped to deal with these 

issues, both to identify problems and to address them adequately. A January 2016 IPPN membership 

survey of principals tells us that 79% of principals feel ‘insufficiently trained’ or ‘not trained at all’ to 

identify mental health issues in children, much less adequately support them once the problems have 

been identified. Children can present with a very wide range of emotional issues on a spectrum of 

emotional wellbeing, from complete wellness on one end to suicidal at the other. While the supports 
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available at the more extreme end are relatively well known, it is less clear where to go for help when 

a child displays distress or the school becomes aware of some dysfunction at home. In other words, 

there is a need for a clear ‘continuum of support’ to meet the varying needs right across the spectrum. 

By this we mean that there needs to be support for ALL children to help them develop emotional 

literacy and resilience to cope with life’s many challenges; additional support for SOME children 

experiencing significant personal challenge; and, for the FEW children who require it, referral to 

medical and/or psychiatric experts to deal with diagnosed illness.  This is in line with National 

Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) guidelines, which we wholly endorse and support.  

It needs to be emphasised that it is not the responsibility of teachers to deal with issues of mental 

health when they arise, as the professionals in this field have the expertise and qualifications to 

address these issues. A teacher’s role in this continuum of support is restricted to creating a safe place 

for children to express their anxieties. As educators, we need to give children the language and the 

opportunity to express and convey their emotions. This can be achieved by creating a school 

environment where it is safe for a child to talk to a teacher on a human level. Schools need to engage 

in a professional conversation around this issue. 

 

It must be acknowledged that there is a range of national, regional and local services available to 

schools aimed at improving awareness and providing support around mental health, including NEPS, 

SESS and DCYA youth services committees. This is particularly true at second level. There are also state 

programmes such as the DOHC Health & Wellbeing Programme as well as national guidelines for 

mental health promotion in schools (NEPS, 2015). However, it is fair to say that supports and services 

are largely ad hoc and inadequate, do not integrate with each other and it is not clear to schools which 

services to engage with, when and how. Some supports are available only in certain regions or 

counties.  

  

Others are only available in specific local areas. Schools report having to prioritise between the needs 

of the child and the CPD needs of staff when accessing NEPS resources. There is a need for joined-up 

thinking as well as provision and a clear communication plan so that schools know where to go to help 

children in their schools, whatever the type or severity of issue. 

 

In November 2015, IPPN co-hosted (with NAPD) a National Symposium on Emotional Wellbeing in 

Schools, with the aim of raising awareness among school leaders and education agencies of the 

importance of this issue. An informal working group was initiated and is working towards an Action 

Plan on Emotional Wellbeing in Schools. Our partners in this work are wellbeing ambassador Conor 
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Cusack, the Ombudsman for Children, NAPD, the Teaching Council, NEPS, and the DES Inspectorate. 

Our recommendations (below) will be further informed by the work of this group. 

 

Recommendations 

 

1. To improve the situation in schools significantly, there is a real need to create an Action 

Plan for Emotional Wellbeing. This Plan would need to include all education sectors, from 

pre-school to post-primary. When a strategy is backed up with action, as was the case 

with the National Strategy for Literacy and Numeracy, impressive results can be achieved 

in as few as five years. This Plan should involve all of the key stakeholders in education – 

principals, teachers, the Department of Education & Skills and its agencies, Teaching 

Council, Ombudsman for Children, the Department of Health & Children, the Health 

Service Executive, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, Professional 

Development Service for Teachers, among others.  

2. Map the existing cross-sectoral guidelines for emotional wellbeing and identify any gaps 

in provision. 

3. Develop a cross-sectoral continuum of supports and services for schools, whereby it is 

clear which service to engage, for what type of issue, and how to go about it. 

4. Develop a CPD programme for teachers and for principals to develop an understanding of 

the issues pertaining to emotional wellbeing, how to identify specific issues and how to 

avail of the continuum of supports and services described above. 

5. Review the balance of the national curriculum, ensuring that adequate time is given to 

personal development, emotional wellbeing and resilience to help children develop 

holistically as well as academically – preparing them for life, not just for the workplace. A 

rebalancing in favour of SPHE and PE would be a good place to start. 

6. The emotional wellbeing of staff is central to managing the emotional wellbeing of 

children. Unless the staff themselves are emotionally well they cannot hope to provide 

the best relationship with, or the environment necessary to deal with the wellbeing needs 

of children. This requires a sustained focus underpinning all that the school does. Personal 

development of staff has to be emphasised as an integral component of a teacher’s 

continuous professional development, beginning with the Colleges of Education.  

7. A school culture focussed on emotional wellbeing for all needs to form part of the SSE 

process and be evaluated as part an element of WSE to form a continuum of action.  
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Conclusions 

IPPN believes that the above recommendations would collectively greatly improve schools’ ability to 

support children to develop emotionally and deal with issues that arise during their school years. The 

timing is right, given the recent emphasis on mental health and wellbeing across government 

departments and Irish society generally. While there is no desire to reinvent the wheel, there is 

certainly a need to integrate services and supports and also to plug any gaps in provision. With the 

emotional health of everyone in the school community at stake, what could be more important? 
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Appendix 5: Occupational Health Reports, Perceived Control and Bullying at Work - The Experience 

of Primary Principals in Ireland (Grace Sheehan, UCC Master in Applied Psychology research, 2018) - 

Excerpts 

 

Abstract 

The complex roles of teaching and administrative primary principals have been debated, for many 

years. Both roles require an ability to multi-task in relation to all aspects of health and safety, teaching 

and learning and human resource management in schools. The aim of the study is to investigate and 

health and safety risks that impact upon primary school principals in Ireland and to identify the types 

of and perpetrators of bullying, they encounter at work. The research questions are: What, if any are 

the differences in occupational health risks between administrative and teaching principals in primary 

schools in the Republic of Ireland? Do administrative and teaching principals report different degrees 

of control on the job? What are the types of adult-to-adult bullying in primary schools in the Republic 

of Ireland? The method used to collect both quantitative and qualitative data was a survey with a link 

sent initially via the Irish Primary Principals’ Network to all registered primary principals. Two hundred 

and ninety-seven principals completed the survey in full. Statistical analysis was completed using the 

statistical package for social sciences. A thematic analysis was also completed. The most relevant 

results indicate, that there are no significant differences, between the occupational health risks and 

perceived control of administrative and teaching principals. The role type of the principal has a direct 

bearing on the perpetrator of bullying in schools. It is recommended that training in health, safety and 

bullying should be mandatory for principals and nominees on boards of management. Recruitment, 

induction and training of principals needs to be based on an accurate definition of the skills; 

knowledge and abilities required. A continuum of support which includes coaching and training should 

be provided for all principals throughout their career. 

 

Introduction 

Occupational health, as advocated by the Health and Safety Authority (HSA) (2008), involves the 

holistic health and wellbeing of employees while supporting them in reaching their full potential. It 

involves the prevention of illness in holistic terms and rehabilitation provision, if it occurs (HSA, 2008). 

Many factors impact on occupational health in the workplace. The Safety, Health and Welfare at Work 

Act (2005) in Ireland puts an onus on employers and employees to ensure their own, and that of 

others’ safety at work and this includes all aspects of occupational health. Schools, as places of work, 

are obligated to promote occupational health while supporting the holistic development of students 

and the wellbeing of staff (Konu & Rimpleá, 2002). This responsibility belongs to the principal of the 
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school who acts on behalf of the Board of Management (BoM) throughout the school day (Attorney 

General, 1998). Konu and Rimpelá (2002) outlined an effective school environment, as one which 

includes: positive social relationships; opportunities for fulfilling one’s potential and physical as well 

as psychological health. Ensuring a school encompasses best practice in these areas, is essential to 

promoting health and wellbeing in schools internationally. He suggests that progress in teaching and 

learning, which is the main function of all schools, is inextricably linked with health and wellbeing 

(Konu & Rimpelá, 2002). Research suggests that the wellbeing of the principal, in their role as manager 

of the school, has an impact on the whole school community. Ensuring that any occupational health 

issues for principals are identified and addressed is a prerequisite for an effective work force (Stanley, 

2017). 

 

Other elements to health and safety in schools include support from the BoM in meeting health and 

safety regulations as well as the development of polices which impact on same (DES, 2015). The 

implementation of effective policies and procedures can support an employer in providing for a safe 

and healthy place to work (HSA, 2008). The provision and implementation of a health and safety policy 

and an anti-bullying policy as well as the provision of opportunities for training in these areas are all 

important aspects of wellbeing promotion in schools (DES, 2013). Whereas the health and safety 

policy is a legal obligation of employers to develop and implement, so too, is any identified risk (HSA, 

2013) such as the bullying policy where bullying has been identified as such a risk (DES, 2013). Policies 

can act as preventative measures and assist in supporting wellbeing in the school environment (DES, 

2018). 

 

Many factors impact on the health and wellbeing of principals, one factor which has been identified 

as a concern, is bullying (O’ Moore & Stevens, 2013). Riley (2015) reported, that Irish principals 

experienced twice the amount of physical bullying than experienced by other sectors. Riley (2015) 

suggests that identifying the causes as well as the perpetrators of adult to adult bullying in schools, 

will support its reduction. Riley (2015) suggests that consequences of not addressing issues such as 

bullying in schools, will be costly in terms of absenteeism; health and safety claims as well as low 

functioning presenteeism. Riley (2015) suggests that existing risks in relation to the occupational 

health and wellbeing of principals should be examined further and the differences between 

alternative principal roles should be investigated. 

 

This research will examine the difference in occupational health risks between teaching and 

administrative principals. The research also intends to investigate the degree to which principals 



IPPN Submission   P a g e  | 28 
Bullying in Schools & Mental Health Impact  

perceive the amount of control they have over their job and the implications for same. In addition, 

the research aims to outline the types and perpetrators, of adult to adult bullying experienced by 

principals in primary schools, in the republic of Ireland. Recommendations will be outlined, which may 

improve the occupational health of those in educational leadership roles in the future. 

 

Quantitative Results 

 

RQ3: What are the types of adult-to-adult bullying in primary schools in the Republic of Ireland? 

 

Direct and indirect bullying. A cross-tabulation was completed between teaching and administrative 

principals, of those who reported being bullied in the workplace. In relation to teaching principals and 

administrative principals who completed the survey 46 of 115 teaching principals and 109 of 181 

administrative principals reported being directly bullied at work. Direct bullying included verbal and 

physical forms of bullying. Eight principals reported being physically bullied at work. However, the 

difference was not significant between the two principal categories, when likelihood of direct bullying 

was examined (Χ2 (1) = 0.07, p =.788, Cramers’ V = .112). 

 

In relation to the teaching principals, 46 out of 115 reported being indirectly bullied at work and 109 

out of 182 administrative principals have reported being indirectly bullied at work. Indirect bullying 

included: rumours being spread about them; an individual interfering with their property; individuals 

undermining decisions they made; being ignored and being recorded either verbally or via video. 

However, no significant difference in likelihood were reported for indirect bullying (Χ2 (1) =038, p 

=.539, Cramers’ V = .036). Further analyses showed no difference was observed was observed in terms 

of verbal bullying (Χ2 (1) =.13, p =.719, Cramers’ V = .021). Both teaching and administrative principals 

are equally likely to experience being bullied in the workplace. 

 

Perpetrators of bullying. A Chi-Squared Analysis was completed to examine the differences between 

teaching and administrative principals in relation to the type of bullying they experienced from 

different parties. Potential bully groups included teachers, special needs assistants, and parents, 

individuals from an external agency, bus escorts, bus drivers and ancillary staff. Only marginally (p< 

.10) and significant (p<.05) are reported. 

 

Bullying by another teacher. Where principals experienced bullying from a teacher, a marginally 

significant difference was noted in terms of bullying between teaching and administrative principals 
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(Χ2 (1) =3.70, p =.054, Cramers’ V = .112). Administrative principals were more likely to report bullying 

by another teacher (92/84 observed vs. expected frequencies) compared to teaching principals (45/53 

observed vs. expected frequencies). This means administrative principals were more likely to 

experience bullying by another teacher than teaching principals. 

 

Bullying by parents. A significant difference was noted in terms of bullying experienced in relation to 

bullying by a parent (Χ2 (1) =7.74, p =.005, Cramers’ V = .161). Teaching principals were more likely to 

report bullying from a parent (46/35 observed vs. expected frequencies) compared to administrative 

principals (45/56 observed vs. expected frequencies). This means teaching principals were more likely 

to experience bullying by a parent than administrative principals. 

Bullying incidents requiring the attention of the principal (third party bullying). A significant difference 

was noted in terms of bullying experienced in relation to bullying by a parent (Χ2 (1) =7.58, p =.006, 

Cramer’s’ V = .162). Administrative principals were more likely to encounter third-party bullying 

incidents at work (127/116 observed vs. expected frequencies) compared to teaching principals 

(61/72 observed vs. expected frequencies). 

 

Bullying by various parties. In relation to third party bullying 63% of principals both teaching and 

administrative (n=290) had dealt with this matter in schools. Of this number 32.4% of teaching 

principals and 67.6% of administrative principals had dealt with bullying of third parties. Of this cohort 

32.1% had dealt with bullying between two staff members; 37.4% had dealt with bullying between a 

staff member and a parent and 3.6% had dealt with a parent being bullied by a staff member. From 

the same cohort, 9.5% had dealt with a parent being bullied by a child; 12.5% had dealt with a staff 

member bullying a child; 4.6% of principals reported staff from external agencies bullying school staff 

and 1% reported school staff bullying staff from external agencies. 

 

Qualitative Results 

 

Occupational health risks for administrative and teaching principals in primary schools 

The three main themes which were prominent in the comments section under occupational health 

and safety for both principal roles were supportive/non-supportive BoM (comments from 36 

participants in total); lack of funding (comments from 10 participants in total) and building structures 

(comments from 12 participants in total). It should be noted that the themes that emerged are not 

representative of all participants. This is highlighted when examining the percentages of principals in 

relation to their ratings on the alternative scales (see Appendix D for frequencies). 
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Supportive and non-supportive BoM. A variety of themes emerged in relation to health and safety for 

both administrative and teaching principals alike. There were contrasting opinions between a non-

supportive BoM (25 comments in total) and a supportive BoM (11 comments in total). While some 

comments in relation to the BoM and their support of the principal in relation to health and safety, 

alluded to the fact that the BoM, consists of individuals without expertise and training and while 

supportive, did not have the skills to enable the principal to complete their duties effectively in relation 

to health and safety. Overall the comments suggested, that while supportive, the BoM, did not have 

the skills or expertise to put the correct supports in place, to enable the principal, to ensure effective 

health and safety for the whole school community. 

Lack of funding. While both teaching and administrative principals are very conscious of endeavouring 

to ensure health and safety, a common theme throughout for those that did comment, was a lack of 

funding from the DES to ensure that buildings met basic standards to ensure correct ventilation; heat 

and lighting requirements for 

 

Adult-to-Adult Bullying in Primary Schools 

A number of themes emerged throughout the discourse on adult to adult bullying. The themes 

included: parents; BoM; perception; reciprocity in communication as well as training and guidelines. 

 

Parents. The issue of parents engaging in bullying behaviours was expressed throughout the 

discourse. There were seven participant comments on bullying in relation to parents. 

 

BoM. The second theme which emerged was the BoM in relation to bullying. The word BoM was 

mentioned by 5 participants in relation to bullying. 

 

Perception. The issue of perception was highlighted by the participants also. For this theme some of 

the comments express the difficulty in dealing with bullying issues, as principals have to deal with how 

a concern is being perceived, rather than what is actually taking place. The issue of perception was 

mentioned by 5 participants. 

 

Reciprocity. The next theme was that of reciprocity which included aspects of communication working 

both ways and having a voice. There were 15 comments on this theme. 

 



IPPN Submission   P a g e  | 31 
Bullying in Schools & Mental Health Impact  

Training and guidelines. The final theme was that of training and guidelines within this discourse. 

There were 6 comments in total in relation to training and guidelines. Overall, the discourse from both 

administrative and teaching principals revealed, that they are on the receiving end of bullying 

behaviour from many sources and felt they required more support in addressing the issue in schools. 

 

Exploratory Qualitative Results 

 

Recommendations made by principals 

 

A variety of recommendations were given by the participants throughout the discourse analysed, in 

relation to the three questions posed by this research. The data analysed included recommendations 

from principals which included: health and safety; perceived control and bullying. 

 

Health and Safety. In relation to health and safety one suggestion made was to reduce initiatives. A 

further suggestion involved, making effective use of the posts of responsibility recently re-allocated 

to schools. Other suggestions included the availability of Guidelines on Managing Safety, Health and 

Welfare and the necessity for training. 

 

Perceived Control. Recommendations which were also given by participants in the comment section 

in relation to perceived control, included being assertive. A further suggestion made, was that the 

current organisation of BoMs is not working effectively and that compliance with the Financial Support 

Services Unit would be challenging. 

 

Bullying. Recommendations given by participants in relation to bullying included the development of 

policies. Clear guidelines and support in relation to policy development and implementation was 

requested. 

 

Bullying 

A marginally significant difference was found between principal groups, in terms of reports of bullying 

by teachers, where administrative principals were more likely to report bullying by another teacher. 

When one considers the type of role, it is apparent that administrative principals have more teachers 

to deal with and have more contact time with teachers than do teaching principals. With this in mind, 

the results are feasible, when one examines the role type and what is involved. 

 



IPPN Submission   P a g e  | 32 
Bullying in Schools & Mental Health Impact  

Direct and indirect bullying. This research found that direct bullying (mostly verbal abuse) is 

experienced by 39.8% of teaching principals and 60.2% of administrative principals. In previous 

research, Riley (2015) suggested that Irish principals were twice as likely to be physically bullied, than 

individuals from other sectors. However this research found, that only eight principals reported being 

physically assaulted at work. The difference in direct bullying (verbal and physical) was not found to 

be significant between the two groups. However 40.3% of teaching principals and 59.7% of 

administrative principals reported being indirectly bullied (rumours; interference with property; 

undermining; ignoring; being recorded) at work. There was no significant difference found between 

teaching and administrative principals in relation to indirect bullying. O’ Moore and Stevens (2013) 

outlined 11% as the amount of all Irish principals reported being bullied in the previous twelve months 

in 2013 and suggest that bullying for principals takes place due to the principal endeavouring to 

execute their duties. Ignoring the principal and being undermined, were two main areas of bullying 

outlined by O’ Moore and Stevens (2013). 

 

Bullying by parents. O’ Moore and Stevens (2013) identified parents as the second highest 

perpetrators in relation to bullying of principals. However differences between principal types, in 

relation to perpetrators, were not outlined in previous research. This research found that teaching 

principals are more likely, to report bullying from a parent, than administrative principals. A reason 

for this perhaps is that, while a principal is teaching the pupils, this inevitably leads to more contact 

with parents in relation to the teaching and learning of pupils. While administrative principals are 

usually, in contact with parents once the interaction with the class teacher has been 

unsuccessful. Therefore teaching principals have more regular contact with parents, due to the type 

of role. These results are plausible as teaching principals have less time to spend with other teachers 

and are dealing with classroom issues with parents on a continuous basis and more frequently than 

administrative principals. 

 

Bullying by teachers. A significant difference was reported in terms of bullying experienced in relation 

to bullying of the principal by a teacher. A reason for this perhaps is that, an administrative principal 

does not have teaching duties and thus has more time to interact with teachers. Also the 

administrative principal has a larger cohort of adults to deal with on staff. Considering the role type, 

the fact the administrative principals are more likely to be bullied by teachers, than teaching principals 

is plausible. O’ Moore and Stevens (2013) suggest that there is an issue regarding the Irish National 

Teachers Organisation (INTO) representing both the teacher and the principal in bullying disputes. This 
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demonstrates a conflict of interest where both parties are being represented by the same organisation 

(O’ Moore & Stevens, 2013). 

 

Third party bullying. In relation to bullying incidents requiring the attention of the principal (third 

party bullying), there was a significant difference between teaching and administrative principals. 

Administrative principals are more likely to encounter third-party bullying incidents at work when 

compared to teaching principals. When one examines the type of role, administrative principals have 

more staff and thus more frequent industrial relation issues to contend with on a daily basis. Kitt 

(2009) suggests that bullying by adults in schools has direct negative consequences for the children in 

their care. It should also be noted that staff in schools have a professional onus to exhibit respectful 

behaviour in front of pupils. There should be a zero-tolerance approach to disrespectful behaviour in 

schools (Kitt, 2009). Riley (2015) suggests whole school approaches as necessary, to eliminate bullying 

in schools, as well as at system level. Kitt (2009) advocated the necessity for effective whole school 

policies which need to be consistently applied to combat adult bullying in schools. 

 

Training. Training was highlighted by principals in the thematic analysis in relation to the health and 

safety as well as a necessity for dealing with bullying in the workplace. Shantal et al. (2014) advocate 

on-going training as an essential prerequisite to effective job performance as a principal. Training 

which meets the intrinsic needs of the individual will enhance their motivation and work performance 

(Herzberg, 1964). VanSaane et al. (2002) suggest that, developing the appropriate skills in the 

workplace, leads to stress reduction. It has been suggested that newly appointed principals without 

training, are leading by default, as expressed by Shantal et al. (2014) which can result in challenging 

and stressful inductions. This has obvious implications for health and safety risks. Shantal et al. (2014) 

suggest that mentoring such as shadowing of other principals should be an essential component for 

the training of principals internationally. Comprehensive training during induction, with the support 

of a mentor would be commensurate with effective leadership in schools (Shantal et al., 2014). 

 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

This research investigated the reported differences between teaching and administrative principals in 

relation to occupational health risks and their perceived control over their work. The research also 

investigated the perpetrators and types of adult to adult bullying in primary schools. Suggestions 

regarding the recruitment, induction and training for primary principals and the BoM, have been 
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outlined as a result. Although some of the recommendations by previous researchers have been 

fulfilled, (Fullan, 2006; O’ Moore & Stevens, 2013; Riley, 2015), more have yet to be addressed. 

 

Training. This research confirms that similar training may be offered to administrative and teaching 

principals in relation to occupational health and safety. While guidelines on health and safety are 

available (DES, 2017), on-going training for their implementation, which is specific to school settings 

would be beneficial. Training in occupational health and safety from the health and safety authority 

which is designed for schools, should be mandatory for all personnel in school management including 

the BoM. Training and resources need to be provided for schools to ensure that these are put in place 

without delay. To ensure the prevention of work related stress and illness, further training and policies 

on dealing with health and safety issues, as well as bullying, should be provided for organisations on 

a continual basis. A training and support continuum has been published by the Teaching Council, for 

teachers (2011). The same relevant continuum does not exist for principals. While the DES have also 

highlighted the importance of post-graduate training for 200 aspiring to leadership roles in education 

(DES, 2016), this type of preparation and induction is mandatory for all principals in other countries 

(Shantal et al. 2014). Training, paid for by the employer, will improve job performance and job 

satisfaction and thus reduce stress (Chowhan, 2015). On-going training should be provided for 

principals on developing such policies on bullying and dealing with industrial relation issues effectively. 

Continuous training in transactional (encouraging creativity in employees and sharing decision making 

processes) and transformational leadership (providing development of opportunities for employees) 

is reported to increase the levels of wellbeing in employees (Sparks et al. 2001). 

 

Dealing with bullying. The Health and Safety Authority suggest, that where bullying has been 

identified as a hazard, a bullying policy should be put in place by the organisation (HSA, 2008). Eller 

and Eller (2011) suggest useful strategies in dealing with individuals who utilise ‘undermining’ as a 

bullying strategy. They should be confronted in a professional manner, with evidence of what has 

occurred and once each individual has the right of reply, finding a way forward is required (Eller & 

Eller, 2011). An independent body which supports principals in relation to bullying and issues in 

relation to industrial relations should be considered. Perhaps both the IPPN and the INTO could 

collaborate on recommendations, which represent and support each party, on implementing the 

Working Together Guidelines (INTO, 2000) which outline procedures for dealing with issues around 

industrial relations. Alternative training modules for teaching and administrative principals in relation 

to adult bullying in schools and bullying need to be designed and implemented on an on-going basis 

to support principals in their alternative roles. 
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Drea and O’ Brien (2001) suggest that the qualifications and abilities of those entrusted with the 

selection process needs to be assured. Recruitment needs to be based on a clear definition of the 

alternative roles which should involve an in-depth analysis of the skills; knowledge and abilities that 

are required of candidates applying for the posts. Recruitment should involve more than just a 

structured interview based on the competencies of the post. This would facilitate the selection of the 

best quality candidates for the alternative positions. The use of personality measurements in selecting 

individuals as principals, is not part of the selection procedures for principals in Ireland. It is an area 

which deserves exploration. 
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Appendix 6: A Small Case Study Into How School Leaders Address Workplace Bullying (Colm Ó 

Tuathail, TCD Master in Education research, 2015) - Excerpts 

 

Primary principals put a lot of time and effort into fostering and promoting collegiality among their 

staff members. However they lack specific training and supports when confronted with the issue of 

adult bullying. A lack of awareness by school leaders of what specifically constitutes workplace bullying 

coupled with a dismissive attitude regarding its prevalance is a major finding of this research. 

 

There is then no one agreed upon definition of workplace bullying. However, there is agreement that 

bullying is different from simple conflict in that by its very nature it is more insidious, more frequent, 

and prolonged (Leymann 1996; Lutgen-Sandvik, Tracy & Alberts, 2007). Also, in workplace bullying, 

unlike simple conflicts, targets are unable to defend themselves and bring about an end to the torment 

because they have less power than the bully (Leymann 1996; Lutgen Sandvik et al. 2007). There is 

broad agreement among researchers and academics that bullying is the repeated and persistent non-

physical mistreatment of a person (Namie & Namie, 2009).  

 

The Economic and Social Research Institute (E.S.R.I.) (2007) survey of bullying in the workplace in 

Ireland adopted the definition of workplace bullying first used by the taskforce on the prevention of 

workplace bullying in Ireland in 2001. Furthermore, this definition was also adopted by the Health and 

Safety Authority (2007) who define workplace bullying as: 

Repeated inappropriate behaviour, direct or indirect, whether verbal, physical or otherwise, 

conducted by one or more persons against another or others, at their place of work and/or in the 

course of employment, which could reasonably be regarded as undermining the individual’s right to 

dignity at work. An isolated incidence of the behaviour in this definition may be an affront to dignity 

but as a once-off incident is not considered to be bullying (p. 5). 

 

The effects of workplace bullying are many, impacting negatively on organisations, individuals and co-

workers. The effects on the person can be both physical and psychological. Although targets display 

the greater degree of symptoms, colleagues who witness bullying behaviour are also negatively 

affected (Lutgen, Sandvik et al., 2007). Workplace bullying can have a profound negative impact on 

organisational success (Keashly & Jagatic, 2003).  

 

The compelling evidence from a review of the literature in this area is that the targets of workplace 

bullying are likely to suffer a myriad of physical and emotional complaints. They are likely to manifest 
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physical ailments that targets directly associate with being bullied, including gastrointestinal problems 

e.g. irritable bowel syndrome, insomnia, weight gain and loss (Namie, 2003). Other studies point to 

musculoskeletal ailments e.g. rheumatoid arthritis and fibromyalgia (Kivimäki et al., 2004). A more 

recent study of healthcare workers in Japan identified associations between work-related bullying and 

headache, stiffness of the neck or shoulders, lumbago, and pain of two or more joints which were 

positive and significant (Takaki, Taniguchi, & Hirokawa, 2013). In an Italian study, spinal column 

problems and gastritis occur more frequently with increasing levels of exposure to bullying (Balducci 

et al., 2010). A survey of over 5000 hospital employees in Finland showed that the odds of heart 

disease are more than doubled in someone who has been bullied. This increased risk may be related 

in part to the fact that they are more likely to be overweight, possibly due to comfort eating as a 

coping mechanism (Kivimäki et al., 2003). In a previous study, three of the same researchers had 

discovered a strong linkage between workplace bullying and rates of sick leave amongst a large 

hospital based workforce. Interestingly they reference research which suggests that serious 

interpersonal conflict at work is more destructive of personal well-being than similar problems outside 

the work environment (Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler, & Schilling, 1989, Kivimäki, Elovainio, & Vahtera, 

2000). The apparent paradox may be explained by the fact that work is not only regarded as a basic 

adult obligation to provide for oneself and one's family but is also assumed to be highly important in 

shaping a person’s self-respect, self-image and identity (Einarsen & Raknes, 1997). 

 

Empirical research has confirmed that exposure to bullying results in significantly higher levels of 

anxiety (Baruch, 2005; Bilgel, Aytac & Bayram, 2006; Kaukiainen et al., 2001; Leymann & Gustafsson, 

1996). In extreme situations, this can lead to targets experiencing panic attacks (Vaughan, 2012). 

Moreover, many researchers have found a significant association between exposure to workplace 

bullying and depression (Leymann & Gustafsson, 1996; Adoric & Kvartuc, 2007; Bilgel et al., 2006; 

Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Hauge, Skogstad & Einarsen 2010). Even more indicative of the detrimental 

effects of bullying on mental health is the research finding that individuals who are bullied experience 

symptoms similar to post-traumatic stress disorder (Matthiesen & Einarsen, 2004; Balducci, Alfano, & 

Fraccaroli, 2009). However, in contrast to ‘regular’ sufferers from post-traumatic stress disorder, many 

targets have to face their trauma day in and day out. At work, some are even ‘forced’ to relive their 

trauma on a daily basis.  

 

Workplace bullying does not just have negative and indeed life changing consequences for the targets 

but can also seriously impact co-workers and the effective functioning of the organisation. The bullying 

behaviour does not occur in a vacuum and is frequently observed by ‘non-involved’ bystanders. 
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Keashly and Neuman (2008) found that 41% of the participants in a study among faculty members in 

a university setting had witnessed bullying. Indeed, it has been suggested that the secondary victims 

of bullying, those who are not the direct target, often experience similar perceptions, fears, and 

expectations as the primary victims (Barling, 1996). Vartia (2001) reports that those who witness the 

bullying of a colleague have reported significantly more stress than non-exposed workers.  

 

There is little surprise then that workplace bullying can be detrimental to an organisation’s goals and 

efficiencies. A workforce that experiences bullying can damage an organisation's productivity, through 

decreases in the performance of employees, decreased cooperation, increased aggression, higher 

rates of resignations and early retirements, and a subsequent increase in recruiting costs to fill vacant 

positions. (Mayhew et al., 2004; Djurkovic et al., 2008). Bullying in the workplace can also cultivate a 

hostile work environment that is characterised by distrust, anger and suspicion, culminating in poor 

group communication (Frost, 2003).  

 

One trend that has emerged in the international literature and on which there is widespread 

agreement among researchers is that there is a higher risk of being bullied in the caring professions; 

the social and health, public administration, and education sectors, which all belong to the public 

sector (Zapf et al., 2011). Within the public sector, a significant finding is the over-representation of 

education professionals in incidents of workplace bullying (Blase, Blase, & Du, 2008; Leymann, 1996; 

Zapf, Escartin, Einarsen, Hoel, & Vartia, 2011). Hall (2005) reported that although bullying is well 

recognised in students, the educators that teach these students are often subjected to the same type 

of behaviours in the school setting. In Ireland, the Economic and Social Research Institute (E.S.R.I.) 

found that 7.9% of the nationally representative sample of 1,260 individuals had experienced 

workplace bullying in the previous six months. The highest incident rate of this problem occurred 

within the Irish Education sector which, consistent with the international studies cited above, 

experienced the highest rate of all the professions listed in the survey results at 13.8% compared to, 

for example, Health and Social Work (12.4%), Public Administration (13.2%), and Construction (3.3%) 

(ESRI, 2007, p. 38). Surveys conducted by two of the three teacher unions (Irish National Teachers 

Organisation), (I.N.T.O.) (2000; 2007) and (Teachers Union of Ireland, 1999) reported workplace 

bullying incidence of 41%, 44% and 43% respectively. A further study conducted by Stevens (2010) of 

Irish Primary Principals reported a prevalence rate of 41%. More recently results published by the IPPN 

into the health and wellbeing of primary school principals and deputy principals reported adult 

bullying occurring at triple the rate of the general population (Riley, 2014). 
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Some schools may have put a policy in place to address workplace bullying; however a policy has to 

provide more than a means of dealing with a complaint if and when it arises, it should also be a road 

map to guide prevention and intervention (Rayner and Lewis, 2011). The same authors go on to state 

that putting a policy in place without the necessary mechanisms to ensure it is embedded in the 

organisation such as induction and training may be counter-productive. 

 

If management and in the education system, the principal teacher, in particular, is already under 

pressure as a result of a myriad of competing demands as outlined in the recent Health and Wellbeing 

Survey of Principals and Deputy Principals (2014), they may well fail to prioritise this area with 

potentially catastrophic consequences. Since the onset of the fiscal crisis in Ireland in 2008, the 

Department of Education and Skills has imposed a series of cutbacks in the education sector. In 

particular schools have experienced a moratorium on Posts of Responsibility (Department of 

Educations and Skills, 2009). This has led to an enormous effect on the workload of principals (IPPN, 

2010). The cumulative effect of these cuts has had a colossal impact on staff morale (INTO, 2012) and 

has proved an additional challenge for school leaders (IPPN, 2012). 

 

Despite the prevalence of workplace bullying and its undoubted negative impact on the individual, the 

organisation and society at large, there is a dearth of research and little published in the area of 

measuring and evaluating the effectiveness of interventions to address the problem (Hoel & Giga, 

2006; Skehan, 2014). The research literature shows that the main approach taken by organisations to 

address workplace bullying is usually conciliatory (Salin 2008, 2009; Saam, 2010).   

 

The current procedures for dealing with adult bullying in the Irish primary school sector (INTO, 2000) 

adopt a problem solving / mediation approach in dealing with this issue. However, only 5% of 

principals who had participated in this approach considered it effective in resolving workplace bullying 

disputes, with more than 50% reporting that they were totally ineffective (Stevens, 2012). Even more 

worrying 17% of principals who adopted these procedures claimed that engaging in the process had 

made matters significantly worse (Stevens, 2012).   

 

[Namie’s] finding that only 29% of principals found that confronting the perpetrator was effective, 

with significantly higher percentages reporting consultation with the IPPN or seeking legal advice far 

more effective at 86% and 83% respectively. Considering that confronting the perpetrator is the 

recommended action of first response in the INTO / Management agreed guidelines for addressing 

this issue, this research calls into question the effectiveness of such an approach (Stevens, 2012).  
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The E.S.R.I. Report (2007) highlighted the battle facing teachers when trying to address the issue of 

workplace bullying. Teachers shared how they felt they were misled by the information that was 

provided to them by the Department of Education and Skills, management and their teacher unions. 

While the guidance offered to them to help address their problem appeared, in theory, to offer a path 

towards a resolution in reality they were met by many obstacles. For example, participants who 

maintained they were bullied by their principals felt stymied when it came to lodging a complaint as 

their principal was secretary of their board of management. Moreover, teachers who took their 

complaints further found the lack of communication between the parties involved meant that 

allegations were not dealt with expeditiously; in one case the procedure took over four years. 

Considering the persistent and escalating nature of bullying this type of response could result in a 

target and the wider school community being subjected to the negative effects of bullying over an 

unacceptably extended time-frame.  

Unlike other European countries such as Sweden and France, Ireland like the U.K has no specific 

legislation to outlaw workplace bullying (Hoel, 2013). Individuals who have suffered from workplace 

bullying and who wish to seek legal redress may have to navigate their way through antidiscrimination, 

health and safety or whistleblowing legislation, or even go down the constructive dismissal route. 

In summary, there appears to be a lack of clarity concerning workplace bullying as a separate construct 

to child bullying. It also seems evident that there is a lack of recognition that unresolved conflict can 

escalate into adult bullying.  

 

All participants were in agreement that when workplace bullying occurred that it posed an enormous 

challenge for the entire school and most especially, the principal teacher. Many participants singled 

out the plight of the teaching principal who is ill-equipped to respond to the challenge of workplace 

bullying as he/she is perceived to be already suffering from work overload in attending to the 

pedagogical and administrative demands of the school.   

 

When participants were asked to identify the causes of workplace bullying three factors dominated 

the discussion, leadership style, school climate and culture and personality related considerations.  

It is interesting to note that several participants referred to the onset of workplace bullying following 

a period of change in the school.  

 

 

 



IPPN Submission   P a g e  | 41 
Bullying in Schools & Mental Health Impact  

Redeployment Panels  

One principal spoke about "the enormously negative impact which successive appointments from the 

Diocesan Panel had made in his school." He recounted how he was "the only person who had been 

appointed out of a staff of seven as a result of a competitive recruitment process. The remaining staff 

members had all come from the Diocesan Panel and despite serious misgivings on his part as to their 

compatibility he had no option but to comply with panel procedures and recommend their 

appointment to the Board of Management. He questioned how he was expected to build a team with 

a staff of strong personalities some of whom had a previous history of negative personal interactions." 

Whilst it could be argued that the redeployment panels were in part the brainchild of the I.N.T.O. as a 

mechanism to prevent teacher redundancies, it does not alter the fact that they are an inflexible and 

blunt instrument for filling vacancies in national schools.  

 

One of the four leadership responsibilities identified by the O.E.C.D. report (2008) as improving 

learning outcomes is enhancing strategic human resource management which includes involving 

leaders in recruiting their teachers (O.E.C.D. 2008). When this key function is removed by a system 

that coerces a principal into making appointments which he knows or strongly suspects will be 

detrimental to staff cohesion and collaboration it clearly needs to be reviewed. 

 

The vast majority of interviewees did not have a specific adult anti-bullying policy in their schools. 

Principals rather prioritise creating a positive climate and culture and believe this to be the best 

preventative measure. Those who claimed to have a policy in place seemed vague or even a little 

confused as to its contents. 

 

The research explored how school leaders addressed the issue of workplace bullying when it arose. 

Perhaps the first and most important finding in this regard is that the vast majority of principals had 

no experience of using the I.N.T.O. / Management agreed procedures for handling complaints of 

workplace bullying.  

There was unanimity amongst participants that members of boards of management are out of their 

depth when it comes to dealing with an issue of this complexity. Many pointed to the voluntary nature 

of the role, the difficulty in recruiting board members and their lack of training. 

 

Research conducted by Dr. Philip Reilly on behalf of I.P.P.N. and N.A.P.D. examined a range of health 

and well-being issues and reported that almost one in five principals had been subjected to bullying 

in the past year with almost 3% being bullied on a daily or weekly basis (Riley, 2014). The biggest cause 
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of concern to I.P.P.N. arising from this report was the levels of stress among principals that emerged 

which was much higher than expected with cognitive stress symptoms particularly high. The findings 

in this research are in line with the figures quoted above with one-third of interviewees reporting 

significant and life changing emotional turmoil as a result of adult bullying. 

 

CPD 

In addressing the issue of training and preparedness of principals to deal confidently with workplace 

bullying, there was unanimity amongst participants that they were singularly unprepared to tackle the 

issue. That one can be appointed to the post of principal teacher in Ireland without any specific 

training or any track record in managing people must surely be a matter of concern.   

 

It may well account for the fact that nearly 90% of the eighteen principals that took part in this study 

did not have an adult anti-bullying policy in place. Instead they relied heavily on the training they 

received to counter and prevent child bullying and may have had an addendum to this policy to the 

effect that the school expected the same level of mutual respect among adults as they were trying to 

inculcate in their pupils. This could hardly provide any guidance or roadmap to a solution when a case 

of adult bullying occurred.  

 

Two professional development programmes are currently available to school leaders, Misneach and 

Forbairt. The Misneach programme offers support for newly appointed principals in key professional 

areas of school leadership including - Leading Learning, Leading People, Leading the Organisation and 

Managing Self (Leadership Development for Schools (L.D.S.), 2014). The Forbairt programme explores 

the same modules but is designed for experienced school leaders (L.D.S., 2014). The National Centre 

for Leadership and Innovation, which is currently being established and supported by the Irish Primary 

Principals' Network (IPPN) also provides professional development for school leaders (IPPN, 2015). 

While these programmes provide support for dealing with and managing conflict, none of them 

addresses the issue of workplace bullying. Therefore, school leaders are required to tackle workplace 

bullying without receiving any formal professional development relating to the topic. 

 

Implications of the research findings for educational policy and practice  

 There is a requirement to increase awareness of bullying and its consequences among Irish 

primary school principals, management and staff members. 

 In line with the objectives expressed in the D.E.S. Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life 

2011-2020 (D.E.S. 2011), there is a need for an accredited leadership development 
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programme for future principals with specific training in the area of people management skills 

and more especially strategies to effectively deal with adult bullying. 

 In light of the findings of this research, the managerial bodies of primary schools should as a 

matter of priority organise training for teaching staff, principals and boards of management 

to raise awareness of and familiarity with the key stages to be followed in addressing 

workplace bullying as set out in the Working Together Document: Procedures and Policies for 

Positive Staff Relations. 

 There is a need for the current I.N.T.O. agreed procedures to be amended so as to remove the 

onus from the target of bullying to confront the perpetrator as presently outlined in stage 

two. The procedures would be infinitely more enabling if a third party e.g. a teaching colleague 

or the principal could be called on to act on the target’s behalf. 

 Irish primary principals are in serious need of independent professional advice and support in 

dealing with allegations of adult bullying. The current situation as highlighted in this research 

whereby the I.N.T.O., I.P.P.N. and C.P.S.M.A. are perceived as failing to provide this support 

to principals needs to be addressed.  

 The system of redeploying teachers as presently constructed can have serious adverse effects 

on a school and deny the principal any input into the appointment procedure. The present 

system needs to be reviewed and some flexibility introduced so that a school is not coerced 

into appointing a teacher who is likely to cause conflict between staff. 

 In light of the evidence that emerged in this study where nearly 90% of principals did not have 

a specific adult anti-bullying policy in place, it is recommended that the D.E.S. should put a 

mandatory requirement on boards of management to develop and formally adopt such a 

policy. 

 

A lack of purposeful training for addressing adult bullying was highlighted by all participants in this 

research. A lack of awareness of current procedures, an absence of any formal training for boards of 

management, principals and staff on how to effectively address adult bullying and prevent its 

occurrence was emphasised by school leaders. The implications for policy are as stark as they are 

obvious: 

 There is a clear requirement to increase awareness of workplace bullying among principals 

and to provide continuous professional development in the areas of interpersonal relations, 

conflict management and workplace bullying. The current I.N.T.O. / Management procedures 

whilst providing a direction for the resolution of workplace bullying are not without their flaws 
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and need to be reviewed but in particular principals have to be made more aware of the 

procedures and trained in their use. 

 Principals need a professional body or forum capable of providing expert guidance in the areas 

of conflict resolution and adult bullying. 

 The current structure of boards of management needs to be reviewed with a view to providing 

boards with the training and resources to function more effectively as an employer with 

access to human resource expertise. 

 The term teaching principal is a misnomer involving as it does two distinct and competing 

roles. Allowing for the present distribution of small schools especially in rural areas the 

concept of a helicopter principal as described in New Horizons for Smaller Schools & Teaching 

Principalship in Ireland (IPPN, 2005) should receive serious consideration with a view to 

implementation. 

  

Implications for further research 

Further research is needed to determine if a relationship exists between workplace bullying and 

educational outcomes. If it is established that adult bullying negatively impacts on the raison d’etre of 

the educational system, the issue of workplace bullying would become a central focus of educational 

discussion and school policy. 

 A more comprehensive analysis of why I.N.T.O. / Management procedures are not utilised and 

used more widely by Irish primary school principals to resolve adult bullying. 

 Further research to view the effectiveness of the B.O.M. in supporting the principal in 

addressing adult bullying. 
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Appendix 7: Unmasking School Leadership - Professor Ciarán Sugrue, UCD School of Education - 

Research publication 

 

With reference to bullying, Professor Sugrue states:  

“It is sometimes asserted that teachers have significant preparation in dealing with children, 

but much less in dealing with adults, leaving them ill equipped for contemporary interactions 

with parents. […] others are more cautious and circumspect while recognising also that having 

the courage to take a stand is also part of being a leader, integral to ‘professional 

responsibility’ (C. Sugrue & Solbrekke, 2011).  
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Appendix 8: IPPN Member, a Principal in South County Dublin 

 

Bullying can be prevented if schools have staff who are trained and children have the right supports 

in place. If schools are to prevent bullying, we need: 

1. Purposeful consultation with schools, parents and children’s advocacy groups to inform 

an inclusion model that will work.  

2. Multi-Disciplinary teams: Considerable increases in staffing and resourcing of the various services 

are essential. 

 

1. What would purposeful consultation look like for you? Who should carry it out? How should it be 

carried out?  

Purposeful consultation is getting the grassroots, the frontline people into the room. The DES NCSE 

should commit to ongoing sustainable in-depth consultation with focus groups. Too often, the 

DES/NCSE calls a meeting to tell teachers, OTS, SLTs, parents, advocacy groups etc. what is happening, 

rather than listening to the lived experience and basing their decisions on real information. This would 

require a budget commitment and representation from rural, urban, special and mainstream settings. 

 

2. What is the relationship between a good inclusion model and reduced bullying? 

Inclusive educational environments focus on equal opportunities for all children. If schools become 

truly inclusive they will have OTs, SLTs, psychologists etc. available to support children with additional 

needs. If these children's needs are met, teaching and SNAs staff should be available to identify and 

deal with friendship/bullying issues. A staff that feels valued and understands restorative practices is 

essential to dealing with friendship/bullying issues.  

 

3. What staffing increases would be the most useful? What training should be provided? Ideally, by 

whom?  

Every school should have special ed/additional needs teachers and SNAs to meet the needs of the 

children in that school. The current criteria from NCSE is woefully inadequate, particularly for new and 

developing schools. On-going training in restorative practices and relationship building should be 

available as CPD for teachers and SNAs. Ideally, this would be delivered by experienced practitioners 

with an educational background e.g. https://www.connectrp.ie/news  

 

4. What services need to be better resourced to prevent bullying/reduce its impact? 

https://www.connectrp.ie/news
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OTs, SLTs, psychologists etc. should be available to schools. Currently, parents are told by HSE that 

services are available in primary schools when they are not available. This sets up parents against 

schools when everyone should be working together, including advocacy groups.  

 

The DES and NCSE must stop engaging in tactics of setting parents up against schools. If the people in 

the room making the decisions really want to prevent bullying in schools, they will treat their 

employees (school staff) and clients (children and their families) with respect. 
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Appendix 9: Bullying and psychotic experiences: Type, reason, timing and gender, Niamh Dhondt 1 , 

Colm Healy 1 , Mary Cannon 1,2 

1 Department of Psychiatry, Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland, Dublin 2, Ireland. 

2 Department of Psychiatry, Beaumont Hospital, Dublin 9, Ireland. 

Link to presentation 

 

 Bullying victimisation is a commonly experienced stressful life event in childhood and 

adolescence, associated with a number of mental health problems in childhood and 

adolescence, including psychotic experiences (Arseneault, 2018) 

 Intention to harm may make an adverse experience more likely to lead to psychotic 

experiences (Moriyama et al., 2018) 

 22.4% of Irish primary school children and 11.8% of post primary children report having been 

bullied (Foody, Samara, & O'Higgins Norman, 2017). 

 

Psychotic experiences 

 A recent meta analysis of types of trauma and psychotic experiences suggested that different 

types of traumatic experiences are differently associated with psychotic experiences (Croft,  

 One study of a help seeking population found different associations between different types 

of bullying and types of psychotic experiences, including relationships between verbal bullying 

and paranoia and physical bullying and grandiosity 

 Evidence showing different mediators between bullying and hallucinatory and delusional 

experiences suggests the existence of different but related pathways leading to the 

development of different PEs ( Moffa et al., 2017). 

 

Type 

 In childhood, only verbal bullying was associated with an increased risk of PEs. Previous 

research has demonstrated that verbal bullying is strongly related to paranoia ( Catone et al., 

2017) 

 Bullying by exclusion was the only type of bullying specifically associated with delusional 

experiences 

 While childhood bullying was associated with adolescent hallucinations this association was 

not a specific to a type of bullying, with the possible exception of physical bullying 

 In adolescence, both bullying by exclusion and sexual comments were associated with an 

increased risk Pes. 

https://www.growingup.ie/pubs/E03-GUI-conference-Niamh-Dhondt-2019.pdf
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Gender 

 Boys were more likely to experience physical bullying while girls were more likely to 

experience other forms of bullying in childhood 

 Overall, there appeared to be a particularly strong relationship between bullying by exclusion 

and PEs but on closer inspection of the data this effect is stronger for boys than girls 

 Experiencing physical bullying, written bullying and bullying by sexual comments were 

specifically associated with PEs in girls 

 The severity or frequency of bullying may differ between boys and girls and this may account 

for some of these discrepancies 

 Response from observers may also vary with type of bullying and gender. 

 

Reason 

 Most reasons for bullying were associated with an increased risk of PEs, particularly ethnicity 

and jealously in childhood and disability in adolescence 

 Mechanisms for the relationship between ethnic minority position and psychotic phenomena 

include social adversity, low ethnic density and a heightened sense of perceived ethnic 

discrimination 

 Previous research has highlighted that children with neurodevelopmental disorders have an 

elevated risk of PEs. 
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Appendix 10: Concurrent and Longitudinal Contribution of Exposure to Bullying in Childhood to 

Mental Health The Role of Vulnerability and Resilience, Journal of the American Medical Association, 

Psychiatry 

 

Link to article 

 

Findings  

This population-based cohort study using a twin differences design (11 108 twins) provides evidence 

that childhood exposure to bullying directly contributes to multiple mental health domains, 

particularly anxiety, depression, paranoid thoughts, and cognitive disorganization. This direct 

contribution dissipates or is reduced after 5 years. 

 

Meaning  

In addition to primary prevention aiming to stop childhood exposure to bullying, secondary preventive 

interventions should support resilience processes and address prior vulnerabilities in children exposed 

to bullying. 

 

One-third of children report having been bullied by their peers according to estimates from the World 

Health Organization. Childhood exposure to bullying refers to the experience of being a target of 

hostile behavior from other children (eg, being physically or verbally attacked); it is associated with a 

wide range of long-lasting adverse outcomes, particularly mental health outcomes such as anxiety. A 

key challenge for current research is to probe the causal nature of these widespread associations. 

 

Discussion 

[...] childhood exposure to bullying directly contributes to multiplemental health domains. In 

particular, findings were consistent across multiple informants and multiple scales for concurrent 

depression and anxiety. Increased levels of anxiety persisted in the short term (2 years), while findings 

indicated a small but enduring contribution of exposure to bullying in childhood to paranoid thoughts 

and cognitive disorganization. 

 

  

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/fullarticle/2656182
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Appendix 11: Website/Newspaper Articles 

 

Westmeath Independent article 5th November 2020 

https://www.westmeathindependent.ie/2020/11/05/childline-service-there-for-any-child-or-young-

person-facing-bullying-and-other-challenges    

 

ISPCC website 

https://www.ispcc.ie/childline-answered-over-70000-contacts-from-children-during-peak-covid-19-

restrictions/   

 

Irish Times article 8th February 2021 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/cyberbullying-soared-during-lockdown-what-are-

schools-doing-about-it-1.4473011  

Digital platforms have proved a lifeline for students during school closures – but there’s been a hidden 

downside. All that time spent online – whether on social media or gaming consoles – has resulted in 

a sharp increase in cyberbullying, according to new research by DCU’s National Anti-Bullying Research 

and Resource Centre. 

Cyberbullying among children and adolescents soared by 28 per cent during the lockdown. The 

younger children were, the more likely they were to become victims. The problem is particularly 

prevalent in young boys aged 10-16, with nearly 50 per cent experiencing more cyberbullying since 

the first lockdown. 

While bullying has always been a problem in school, the fact that cyberbullying is so difficult to escape 

from intensifies the negative impact. 

 “In the old days you could leave the classroom or the schoolyard and go home and the bullying would 

most likely stop,” says James O’Higgins Norman, director of the National Anti-bullying centre in DCU. 

“Unfortunately, smartphones mean the bullying can continue and never stop.” 

DCU has developed an anti-bullying programme called Fuse which is child-led and free to all schools 

in Ireland. 

 “It is very successful,” says O’Higgins Norman. “Eight-five per cent of kids that participate in it tell us 

that they now feel safer online and that they know how to recognise bullying online and know how to 

go about reporting it.” 

David Swaine, education project coordinator at the National Anti-Bullying Centre, helped design and 

develop the programme which is available to both primary and post-primary schools. 

https://www.westmeathindependent.ie/2020/11/05/childline-service-there-for-any-child-or-young-person-facing-bullying-and-other-challenges
https://www.westmeathindependent.ie/2020/11/05/childline-service-there-for-any-child-or-young-person-facing-bullying-and-other-challenges
https://www.ispcc.ie/childline-answered-over-70000-contacts-from-children-during-peak-covid-19-restrictions/
https://www.ispcc.ie/childline-answered-over-70000-contacts-from-children-during-peak-covid-19-restrictions/
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/cyberbullying-soared-during-lockdown-what-are-schools-doing-about-it-1.4473011
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/cyberbullying-soared-during-lockdown-what-are-schools-doing-about-it-1.4473011
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 “It is clear from research that children are accessing social media at a much younger age, with or 

without parental consent,” says Swaine. 

He recommends educating children about cyberbullying from as early as second class. 

 “Social media is so woven into the fabric of a young person’s life now and while it does have a lot of 

benefits in relation to connectivity, you have to be more aware of the more pernicious elements of 

it,” says Swaine. 

“It is in everyone’s interest – parents, guardians, teachers, school staff and the wider school 

community – to be mindful of this from a very young age.” 

The DCU study showed that there was a 66 per cent increase in the use of gaming consoles during the 

first lockdown. 

O’Higgins Norman says while there was an increase in cyberbullying during the first lockdown, the 

research also showed there were positive developments in terms of cyber safe behaviours for children 

and adolescents. 

“Parents and children spent more time online together and because of this increased amount of time, 

a lot of children were reporting that they were getting better at protecting themselves online,” says 

O’Higgins Norman. 

“It wasn’t just the case that more time online meant more bad things, some felt better able to deal 

with being online because there was increased involvement of parents being online with their kids.” 
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Introduction  

This submission has six parts followed by some conclusions and a recommendation: 

1. A brief description of the nature of bullying behaviour in schools, as currently understood from 
research and as presumed and defined in the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary 
Schools, 2013,” which is now the mandatory framework document governing the response of all 
schools to the issue of bullying behaviour among pupils. 

2. A brief description of the negative impact that bullying behaviour in schools can have on those targeted 
(while acknowledging that it can also have a negative impact on those doing the bullying and on those 
who, once they understand what bullying is, observe it). 

3. Research data on (i) the prevalence of bullying behaviour in schools in 2008 and 2012 and (ii) 
evidence of serious psychological damage in the form of hospital admissions due to deliberate self-
harm for which school bullying and victimisation was a main cause or at least a contributory factor 
(2002-2010), each of these from a period before the development of the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for 
Primary and Post Primary Schools, 2013.” 

4. More recent research data on deliberate self-harming (before the impact or influence of the 2020/2021 
Covid 19 pandemic), which may be used to some extent as a barometer to indicate any change in 
prevalence of related school bullying since the development of the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for 
Primary and Post Primary Schools, 2013.” 

5. An indication of some short and long term financial costs of support services for those affected by 
bullying and the medical costs arising from the resultant self-harming of those bullied as well as the 
later costs of workplace bullying, criminality and domestic violence by unreformed bullying pupils. 

6. A summary of the rationale and methodology of the two-strand Anti-Bullying Campaign programme, 
which is implemented in many hundreds of schools in Ireland already.  It is highly effective in reducing 
the amount of bullying in schools through a comprehensive awareness-raising programme.  It is very 
efficient, resolving bullying situations that arise fully and quickly using a restorative approach that 
avoids negative outcomes, gives good example and delivers a “win-win” result.   

 

2021/80(ii) 
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Executive Summary  

1. Bullying is any behaviour, big or small that is deliberate, hurtful to those targeted at a psychological 
and/or emotional level and repeated over time.  In addition, a single hurtful social media posting is 
regarded as bullying since it can be repeatedly viewed and/or shared over time.  Contrary to a common 
view, over 90% of bullying is not physical or violent or overtly aggressive.  It is extremely damaging 
nonetheless.   Widespread misunderstanding among teachers, parents and especially pupils has 
created difficulties about identifying bullying situations as they arise in schools and resolving them 
quickly and in such a way that all the pupils involved can learn valuable lessons and then get on with 
their lives without fear and with minimal damage done.   

2. Bullying can have devastating psychological consequences for a targeted child (as well as having a 
negative impact on the bullying child and observers).  Some of these consequences seem more 
extreme than others but all of them can be extremely damaging.  Some of these consequences arise 
in the short term, having a detrimental impact on a pupil’s educational experience and outcomes.  
Some consequences may lead to others creating complex interrelated webs of misery.  Some 
consequences are more long term, only appearing in adulthood.  Some, having a damaging impact 
on self confidence and self esteem, can lead to deliberate self-harming or even suicide. 

3. Research by the Anti-Bullying Centre, then in Trinity College (2008), by the International Association 
for Evaluation of Educational Achievement (2012) and by UNICEF (2012) indicated that bullying was 
widespread in Irish schools before the development of the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and 
Post Primary Schools, 2013.”  Research by the National Suicide Research Foundation (2010) 
indicated that one of the measurable consequences of this was the prevalence of deliberate self-
harming related to school bullying, recorded in hospital presentations between 2002 and 2010, with 
11,966 hospital presentations in 2010 alone.   

4. More recent research on deliberate self-harming, the Annual Report of the National Self-Harm 
Registry (2019) by the National Suicide Research Foundation raises the question whether schools 
and the Department of Education and Skills have been effective in dealing with this problem since the 
introduction of the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools, 2013.”  In 2019 
there were 12,465 hospital presentations due to self-harming. 

5. Huge avoidable costs to the State can arise from failure to deal effectively with the problem of bullying 
in schools.  These include the short and/or long term medical interventions for those targeted as 
referred to above.  They also include provision of various support services for those targeted (and 
those bullying) while still in school.  Further costs arise because a significant proportion of unreformed 
perpetrators of bullying behaviour become involved in criminality leading to legal and penal costs.  
Some unreformed perpetrators of bullying become involved in workplace bullying, the single biggest 
occupation of trade unions (since centralised pay bargaining took pay bargaining off individual trade 
unions’ shoulders), with further financial fallout from that and if unresolved this can lead to further 
costs in the Workplace Relations Commission, the Labour Court or even the High Court.   

6. Where the Anti-Bullying Campaign programme is implemented in schools it empowers them to deal 
effectively with the problem of bullying by both reducing the overall amount of bullying taking place 
and resolving bullying situations that arise in a way that is fully compatible with the DES “Anti-Bullying 
Procedures” framework and fully satisfies its requirements. It reduces the amount of bullying through 
a comprehensive awareness-raising programme about the nature and impact of bullying in its various 
forms, including cyber-bullying.  It uses a restorative approach to bullying situations that arise, 
delivering a “win-win” result that avoids negative outcomes.  Uniquely, using the Anti-Bullying 
Campaign programme bullying situations are normally fully resolved within 48 hours using less than 
90 minutes total teacher time.  This is unmatched by any other anti-bullying programme available in 
Ireland and is very important for time-poor teachers and schools.  This has multiple benefits for all the 
pupils involved.  They (and their parents) are all happier, psychological damage in the short or long 
term is avoided and the huge costs for the State arising from failure to deal effectively with the issue 
are avoided.  

 
 
 

1. What is bullying behaviour? 
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1.1. In the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools, 2013” the Department of 
Education and Skills defines bullying as follows: 

2.1 Definition of bullying 

2.1.1 In the context of these procedures, bullying is defined as unwanted negative 
behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical conducted by an individual or group 
against another person (or persons) and which is repeated over time.  

This means that bullying is any behaviour that is (a) deliberate, (b) repeated and (c) hurtful enough 
psychologically to be unwanted. 

1.2. Important clarifications: 

(a)  “Deliberate” for adults often means done to achieve a particular outcome - premeditated.  In 
the case of school bullying it usually does not mean this.  A bullying child often has little idea 
the outcome of her/his action.  Rather, in this case deliberate means targeting a particular 
individual by choice for negative behaviour but not targeting others.   

(b) “Repetition” of negative behaviour has a dramatic impact.  A single mean act is not good but 
children are resilient and adapt, cope, are “wiser the next time” and are usually not adversely 
affected in the long run.  However, repetition over time changes this, giving the impression 
that it is never going to end, weighing on a child’s mind day and night and leading to more 
serious outcomes.  A single once-off hurtful posting on social media, which can be repeatedly 
viewed and shared and can have a similar impact is also bullying. 

(c) Most bullying (over 90%) is non-physical but repeated mean acts can, over time, be extremely 
psychologically damaging and “hurtful on the inside”.  The targeted child can become upset, 
annoyed, embarrassed, humiliated in front of peers, frustrated, made feel powerless to stop 
the bullying (especially if the bullying child has allies and the targeted child is already 
intimidated), and can feel that “everyone is against them” (though they are not), feel isolated, 
insulted, undermined, lonely and eventually, with repetition and no “light at the end of the 
tunnel” slide into hopeless despair – a devastating position for any child. 

Any hurtful behaviour, then, that deliberately, repeatedly targets someone is therefore a form of 
bullying regardless of the nature of the event that takes place each time.  These are the three 
characteristics that make any behaviour fit the definition of bullying.  If any one of the three is 
absent the behaviour may still be mean, wrong, bad, illegal or immoral but it is not “bullying.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1.3. It is worth noting that cyber-bullying is almost always a follow on to a pre-existing pattern of 

traditional bullying carried out by the same people.  While there is evidence that current school 
closures, by reducing direct pupil contact, may temporarily change this, normally the easiest 
way to identify who is involved in cyber-bullying and bring this to an end is to identify who is 
involved in traditional bullying and then, by incentivising the perpetrator(s) to make and keep 
a promise to stop all bullying, bring both to an end at the same time.   

2. How does bullying affect those targeted? 

Typical hurtful behaviours, which can,  
if deliberate and repeated over time, constitute bullying: 

• Unwelcome glances, sniggering, name calling, making fun of . . . 

• Slagging/teasing about characteristics, background, family . . . 

• Spreading rumours or lies about someone  

• Abusive telephone calls or text messages 

• Putting a hurtful, re-viewable, sharable posting on social media even once  

• Isolation/exclusion from group activity  

• Intimidation, verbal or through body language  

• Forcing someone to do things they do not want to do   

• Physical aggression - pushing, tripping, hitting, punching . . . 

• Hiding, interfering with, taking or damaging property 

• Extortion of money or property  

This list is by no means exhaustive . . . 
 

Figure 1 
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2.1. The “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools” lists some impacts of 
bullying, not only on the targeted child but also on those who observe the bullying and on the 
perpetrator of the bullying behaviour: 

3.1 Impacts of bullying behaviour 

3.1.1 Pupils who are being bullied may develop feelings of insecurity, humiliation and extreme 
anxiety and thus may become more vulnerable. Self-confidence may be damaged with a 
consequent lowering of self-esteem. While they may not talk about what is happening to them, 
their suffering is indicated through changes in mood and behaviour. Extreme cases of bullying 
may result in suicide. It is, therefore, essential to be alert to changes in behaviour as early 
intervention can be very effective. 

3.1.2 Pupils who witness bullying may also be affected and may suffer in similar ways to those 
who are bullied. For example, pupils who witness identity-based bullying and share that identity 
can experience anxiety and feel under threat themselves. Pupils can also feel guilt or distress 
at not being able to help the person being bullied. 

3.1.3 There are also consequences for individuals who engage in bullying behaviour. Pupils 
who become involved in such behaviour can be at higher risk of depression. Other possible 
long-term consequences may include an increased risk of developing an anti-social 
personality, anxiety disorders, a likelihood of substance abuse and law-breaking behaviour in 
adulthood and decreased educational and occupational attainment.  (Recent research also 
indicates they have a greater likelihood of being involved in domestic violence as adults). 

2.2. Identifiable psychological impacts of bullying that can have far reaching consequences: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2.3. Some negative and damaging psychological impacts of ongoing unresolved bullying, including 

some that initially appear less extreme among the examples listed above, are life-changing and 
can be life-long and even life-limiting/life-threatening.  A pupil can be affected in several of these 
ways at once or may move from one to the next over time.  Some examples can show this: 

(a) Signs of insecurity and nervousness developed in primary school are very visible to a would-
be bullying child at second level so the bullying can continue, affecting work-rate, grades, 
Leaving Cert results, CAO points and career choices, with lifelong consequences. 

(b) Withdrawal from activities due to poor self-confidence resulting from bullying can damage or 
end existing friendships and can reduce future trust in friendship, which can in turn lead to 
life-long difficulty in forming friendships and developing normal adult relationships. 

(c) When a targeted child’s self-esteem is damaged over time by bullying behaviour the child’s 
“finger of blame” can change direction from pointing unequivocally at the bullying child, the 
bullying child plus supporters, the whole class or even the whole school to point instead at 
him/herself – “Why are they picking on me?” “What’s wrong with me?” “I wish I was different!” 
“It’s my fault!” One can imagine a frustrated child accompanying such thoughts with banging 
a fist on a table, and in the process, without knowing it, beginning to self-harm.   

2.4. Damage to self esteem, a common accompaniment and outcome of bullying, can ultimately lead 
to deliberate self-harming and even death by suicide.  Self-harming, then, can be an indicator of 
bullying and research supports this. 

3. Hospital Presentations due to Self-Harm – a Barometer of Experience of Bullying? 

• Feelings of insecurity or nervousness  

• Damage to self-confidence, withdrawal 

• Lowering of self-esteem, growing unhappiness with self  

• Unexplained mood changes 

• Behaviour changes, uncharacteristic aggression  

• Stress/distress, inability to cope, coming late to school, mitching  

• Extreme anxiety/panic attacks, leaving the school, mitching  

• Nervous breakdown, inability to function 

• Depression requiring psychiatric intervention 

• Self-Harm by various means including cutting 

• Death by Suicide 
 

Figure 2 
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3.1. Before the National Forum on Bullying (2012), the Action Plan on Bullying (2013) and the 
publication of the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools” (2013) there 
was evidence of the extent of bullying in schools and, as we saw in the last section, the serious 
impact of bullying on the mental health of a child. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2. One outcome of bullying among children in school which is measurable, which was well 
documented by the National Suicide Research Foundation 2002 - 2010, is that children targeted 
by bullying behaviour may be so adversely impacted psychologically as to resort to self-harm or 
even suicide: 

Bullying victimisation, self harm and associated factors in Irish adolescent boys 
Elaine M. McMahon, Udo Reulback, Helen Keeley, IvanJ. Perry, Ella Arensman, 2010 
National Suicide Research Foundation, 1 Perrott Avenue, College Road, Cork, Ireland. 

“School bullying victimisation and deliberate self harm 
We examined the associations between having ever experienced victimisation 
and deliberate self harm for boys. Boys who had experienced victimisation 
reported more self harm thoughts, self harm in the past year, and lifetime history 
of self harm than those without this history. More than one third of those bullied 
in the past year reported self harm thoughts in the past year. Nearly one in ten 
boys who had been bullied reported at least one act of self harm in the past year, 
which is more than four times higher (80%) than their peers who had not been 
bullied (20%).” 

3.3 Since self-harm can be taken as an indicator of the scale of the problem of school bullying the 
National Suicide Research Foundation figures are quite shocking in relation to both: 

Hospital Presentations due to Self-Harm 2002 - 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Has the amount and/or intensity of bullying in schools changed since 2014? 

Post-Primary Schools, 2008 

30.2% of pupils (30.3% girls, 30.1% boys) reported that they had 
been bullied in the previous couple of months.  

24.9% of pupils (11.5% girls and 30.9% boys) reported that they had 
taken part in the bullying of others at school.    

               (Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre, 2008).  

Primary Schools in 2012  

12% (about three per class) of 10 year olds bullied “about weekly”  
(International Association for Evaluation of Educational Achievement, led in 
Ireland by Dr Emer Eivers,Educational Research Centre, St Patrick’s College, 
Drumcondra) - (Irish Examiner, 27/12/2012) 

All Schools 2012 

55% of young people claim to have been bullied in school 
(UNICEF Report: Changing the Future, 2012) 

 
Figure 3 

 

 

Figure 4 
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4.1. Between 2010 and 2014 events took place that had the potential to be a “game-changer:” 

a) Led by the then Minister for Education and supported by the then Minister for Children and 
Youth Affairs, The National Forum on Bullying (2012), the Action Plan on Bullying (2012) and 
the publication of the “Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools” (2013) 
brought about a golden opportunity.  A framework for a new approach to dealing with the 
problem of bullying in schools was developed in consultation with all the relevant bodies and 
organisations and became mandatory in all Irish schools from spring of 2014. 

b) This proposed a whole school approach, involving updating of school anti-bullying policies in 
consultation with parents, staff and, at an appropriate level, pupils, with responsibility for 
implementation lying with school Boards of Management.  This approach was strongly 
influenced by research from Ireland and around the world and by teachers who were already 
practically involved in dealing with bullying in Irish schools. 

c) Central to this approach was a focus on (a) awareness raising among children about the nature 
and impact of bullying so they would recognise it, reject it as unacceptable and would want to 
report it to teachers and (b) providing mechanisms for children to safely report bullying to 
teachers and for teachers to then resolve the bullying situations without blame or sanction so 
children could get on with their lives, happy and without fear.  

d) The new approach has been adopted in many hundreds of schools through the Anti-Bullying 
Campaign programme.  It has had a huge beneficial impact, reducing the amount of bullying 
and empowering teachers to deal with bullying situations that arise in a calm, problem-solving 
manner that has won approval among teachers, Principals, parents and children.   

4.2. One would expect that if this new approach were implemented in all schools, perhaps within five 
years the amount and/or intensity of bullying in schools would have decreased significantly and 
this in turn would lead to a reduction in hospital presentations for self-harming.  However, when 
we look at more recent figures for deliberate self-harming no such reduction is evident:  

 

 

This is the eighteenth annual report from the National Self-Harm Registry Ireland. It 
is based on data collected on hospital-presenting self-harm in 2019 in the Republic 
of Ireland. Data were collected from all 33 hospital emergency departments (ED) 
including three paediatric hospitals and three local injury units. 

Main findings:  

In 2019, the Registry recorded 12,465 presentations to hospitals due to self-harm, 
involving 9,705 individuals.  Most commonly, 55% of cases were discharged following 
treatment in the emergency department. The majority of these (79%) were provided 
with a recommended referral or follow-up appointment.1  

. . . inpatient care [irrespective of type and whether the patient refused] was 
recommended for between 14% and 36% of adult patients across six hospital groups 
while the proportion of adult patients who left before a recommendation ranged from 
11% to 19%. [which may have led to a higher figure,]2 

1. The fact that 55% of these presenting patients needed treatment before 
discharge and 79% of that 55% needed a further referral or follow-up care 
indicates a serious level of damage/injury caused by deliberate self-harming.  

2. The need for inpatient care in probably over 2,000 cases of deliberate self-
harming indicates about six cases of catastrophic damage every day. 

4.3. The problem of self-harming seems to be as widespread in 2019 as it was in 2010, 
suggesting that the related bullying is still as widespread in schools as it was in 2010.  
It seems that, like then, the self-harming figures are the tip of a very large and very 
ugly iceberg of bullying in schools.  The resulting suffering, misery and fear for 
targeted children, and the ongoing psychological damage these cause in the short 
and long term, are unacceptable.  Given that the Anti-Bullying Campaign 
programme is so successful in schools where it is implemented, ensuring that more 
schools use this programme to deal with the problem of bullying seems not only the 
logical thing to do but something that was never more urgent. 

 5. What is the annual financial cost to the State of bullying in schools? 

Extract from: Executive Summary of 2019 Annual Report of the National Self-Harm Registry. 
National Suicide Research Foundation, 1 Perrott Avenue, College Road, Cork, Ireland. 
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5.1. The emergency medical interventions referred to in Section 4.2 above in relation to deliberate 
self-harming by so many people, arising from the fact that they had been bullied, and ongoing 
follow-up treatments generate a huge annual cost to the State.  While it is not clear what the cost 
was in 2019, referred to in Section 4.2 above, we know the approximate cost in 2010 referred to 
in Section 3.2 above, courtesy of HSE “Casemix” in 2010 to be as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.2. Further financial costs for the State arise from the involvement of support services like National 
Educational Psychological Service (NEPS), National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB), 
National Behaviour Support Service (NBSS) etc. etc. for pupils who are badly affected and/or 
remain out of school due to bullying.  An all too common delay in schools receiving support for 
bullied pupils from NEPS suggests that NEPS is already overwhelmed by demand for its services.  
To reduce these delays by hiring more psychologists would add a further cost. 

5.3. A further huge financial cost, consequent on the prevalence of bullying in schools, arises from the 
fact that many unreformed bullying pupils become involved then or later in criminality.  Research 
from Dan Olweus (2011) indicates that in Sweden and in the U.S.A. (at around the time the “Anti-
Bullying Procedures” were being developed in Ireland), 60% of those who bullied and were not 
reformed had a criminal conviction by age 24 and 35%-40% had at least three criminal convictions 
by age 24.  While we cannot be certain of the extent to which this would have applied in Ireland 
at that time or the extent to which it applies now, based on figures for 2019 (Section 4.2 above), 
one could reasonably estimate that this could apply to over 4,000 people per year.  

5.4. Dealing with workplace bullying is the single most time consuming and manpower occupying 
issue facing trade unions since the establishment of a central pay bargaining system in Ireland.  
This suggests that people who bullied in school and were never reformed continued to bully others 
as adults when they joined the workforce.  The damage workplace bullying does at many levels 
including at a psychological level to those targeted is immense.  The cost in terms of time lost at 
work, lost productivity for companies, and the time and manpower investment of representative 
unions seeking resolution is very large and many of the resultant medical, psychological and 
hospital interventions may be additional to those referred to in Section 4.2.   

5.5. The cost involved in efforts to settle alleged bullying cases at the Workplace Relations 
Commission and the Labour Court are also significant.  If resolution is not achieved there and 
people involved go on to the law courts, then, given the extent of damage suffered by those bullied 
and therefore the likely scale of compensations claims, the High Court, rather than a lower court, 
is the likely venue for that next step and costs become very high indeed. 

6. The Anti-Bullying Campaign programme can be the crucial “game-changer” here 

6.1 The Anti-Bullying Campaign programme delivers good outcomes for all involved in bullying 
situations that arise in schools, whether targeted pupil(s), bullying pupil(s) or observer(s):   

HSE “Casemix” figures 2010 
 
1. Average cost to the State for being assessed in A&E, treated and discharged           €272 

 
2. Average fully absorbed cost of overnight stay in hospital for one night            €834 

 

Calculated Costs in 2010 Based on Data from Section 3.2 Above    

Average self-harm cost for 44% of 9,600 attendees discharged that day  €1,148,928 

Average self-harm cost for admitted 56% attendees for each night  €4,483,584 

Average cost for 56% attendees admitted if averaging three nights each €14,913,024 

Average cost for 56% admitted if averaging three nights and 44% discharged €16,061,952 

If these figures are adjusted to take account of annual medical inflation 2010 – 2019, then, 
given the roughly similar data in Section 3.2 and Section 4.2 above, the annual cost of medical 
intervention in cases of self-harming due to bullying for each year can be estimated reasonably 
well.  Even at the 2010 rate, the aggregate cost to the State over the last 10 years would have 
been over €160,000,000. How much more must it be when account is taken of years of 
medical inflation? 
 Figure 5 
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(a) This programme uses an "Awareness-Raising" strand to gradually develop a culture of what 
we call the Three "R"s in schools - a culture where pupils Recognise bullying for what it is, 
Reject bullying for what it does and Report bullying situations safely to school authorities so 
they can be resolved.  It cultivates a respectful attitude to peers, one less likely to tolerate or 
practise bullying either in person or online.  This strand, which is easy and interesting for 
teachers to implement, dramatically reduces the amount of all forms of bullying among pupils 
in schools including cyber-bullying, homophobic bullying and racist bullying.   

(b) The "Awareness-Raising" strand can fit seamlessly into a teacher’s normal class schedule 
but needs a coordinator at post-primary level, maybe a teacher with a post of responsibility.   

(c) The programme uses a "Resolving Bullying Situations" strand to resolve bullying situations 
that arise while avoiding any negative repercussions for the targeted pupil, the bullying pupil 
or observers.  It uses a restorative "Reform, not Blame" approach, which pupils support 
because it is fair so when given the opportunity they report bullying situations.  These are 
then resolved with a minimum of fuss by incentivising the perpetrator(s) to make and keep a 
promise to stop all bullying.  Bearing in mind the belief that there should be consequences 
for the perpetrator of bullying, using this system, the consequence is that the pupil who bullied 
will explore and address his/her behaviour with the teacher involved in the resolution process.  
Bullying pupils gain a new perspective from this approach, which encourages them to 
change.  All pupils are happier and safer as a result. 

(d) Uniquely, using the “Resolving Bullying Situations” strand bullying situations are usually fully 
resolved within 48 hours using less than 90 minutes total teacher time  and without involving 
the Principal, Deputy Principal or Year Heads who have other work to do. 

(e) The "Resolving Bullying Situations" strand can be carried out at post-primary level by a 
coordinator, possibly with a post of responsibility in the area of pastoral care, and at primary 
level by the class teacher with the cooperation of colleagues. 

6.2 Many of the difficulties that once seemed insurmountable and hindered an effective response to 
bullying by schools can now be overcome using the Anti-Bullying Campaign programme:  

(a) Targeted pupils come to realise that the person with the real problem is not themselves but 
the bullying child and that they neither have to feel bad about themselves, change their nature 
or present a facade to avoid being bullied or else continue to endure the bullying.  They are 
made aware that bullying can be reported without fear using this programme and that it will 
be quickly and effectively brought to an end without making matters worse.  

(b) Observing pupils come to recognise what bullying really is, the level of hurt it causes, the 
negative outcomes that result and the fact that they have a responsibility to report it when 
they are offered the opportunity, knowing that reporting it will not “get anyone in trouble.” . 

(c) Bullying pupils can no longer use excuses like “I didn’t know” or “I was only messing.”  They 
know, and they know that everyone else knows too, and they know it is definitely not “only 
messing.”  They become more conscious that what they have been doing is unwelcome, that 
repetition of even relatively minor incidents can be very hurtful and damaging and, 
significantly, that bullying is now considered unacceptable by the majority of their peers. 

As a result of all this bullying situations are reported and quickly brought to an end, a "win win" 
outcome for all concerned, and the school becomes a safer happier place for all its pupils.   

6.3. The Anti-Bullying Campaign is research and evidence based, following extensive consultation 
with Dr. Mona O'Moore of the Anti-Bullying Centre (then in Trinity College, now in DCU).  

6.4. The Anti-Bullying Campaign has been supported by the management bodies of post-primary 
schools, which have links to its website, as has the Irish Primary Principals' Association.  

6.5. If all schools were to implement the Anti-Bullying Campaign programme this could become the 
first generation in Irish education history to successfully solve the problem of school bullying. 

6.6. The Anti-Bullying Campaign, if implemented in all schools can deliver huge savings to the State.     

6.7. If more schools, perhaps with the support/encouragement/direction of the DES, were to adopt 
and implement the Anti-Bullying Campaign programme, everyone would be a winner.  No other 
anti-bullying programme can match it for speed, efficiency and effectiveness.   

Conclusions 

1. The problem of widespread bullying in schools is now recognised and well understood. 
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2. The negative personal impact of bullying on targeted pupils is too serious to ignore. 

3. In a large number of cases the impact of bullying is catastrophic, requiring medical intervention. 

4. Despite the mandatory framework for schools to deal with bullying the problem continues.   

5. The financial annual cost to the State arising from this ongoing failure in duty of care is huge. 

6. The solution has already been found so the question arises why the problem of bullying continues 
in so many schools.  There are many verifiable reasons: 

a) Some schools indicate that they have an anti-bullying policy in the school and on the school 
website but do not implement a programme in practice and so the bullying continues. 

b) Some schools do not have an anti-bullying policy that is fit for purpose.  They have copied 
text from the “Anti-Bullying Procedures” document and made some additions.  There is no 
direct link between their policy and practice, so this is ineffective and the bullying continues.  

c) Some school anti-bullying policies are aspirational but do not indicate what they will actually 
do using sentences like “If A then we will do B and then C and then D” and so on, and so the 
bullying continues. 

d) Some schools adopted anti-bullying programmes without any thought to whether or not they 
are effective, or presuming they are when they are not, and so the bullying continues. 

e) Some schools have policies that indicate how they will deal with bullying when/if they become 
aware of it but make no mention of a mechanism to uncover hidden bullying so that they can 
deal with it, so the bullying continues. 

f) In the four year training programme for primary school teachers there is almost no time at all 
given to dealing with the issue of bullying in schools and so the bullying continues. 

g) In some schools dealing with bullying still falls to the Principal, who is already overloaded 
with other work, despite what the “Anti-Bullying Procedures” document recommends.  The 
lack of time, information and suitable strategies for resolving the issue when it arises at best 
slow down resolution and at worst make it impossible and so the bullying continues. 

h) The Anti-Bullying Procedures became mandatory for schools at a time when economic 
cutbacks prevented replacement of Posts of Responsibility so many post-primary schools 
were not in a position to coordinate an anti-bullying programme so the bullying continues. 

i) In some schools the response to bullying (whatever about the policy) is still disciplinary and 
punitive, not problem-resolving, with the threat or practice of punishment at least implied.  
This has never worked in the past.  Since the best source of information for teachers about 
bullying is the pupils in the school, and no pupil wants to get peers “in trouble,” this approach 
is doomed to failure as it always has been.  Even the pupils who recognise bullying remain 
silent, a “no ratting” culture develops and so the bullying continues. 

j) Some schools fail to educate pupils about the nature and impact of bullying, and to change 
the culture to one where bullying behaviour is regarded as disrespectful and unacceptable to 
pupils, so the “Don’t bully!” instruction from teachers is at worst meaningless to pupils and at 
best misunderstood or not regarded as urgent and so the bullying continues.  

k) It is not the brief of the Inspectorate to suggest that a school use one anti-bullying programme 
rather than another or to rate one programme over another so when Inspectors find that a 
school has adopted any anti-bullying programme, whether it is effective or not they have to 
accept that and so the bullying continues. 

l) While some schools adopted the Anti-Bullying Campaign programme on its merits, political 
intervention may be needed for other schools to do likewise or the bullying will continue.  

Recommendation 

There are obviously many reasons why bullying continues in schools but there is one solution to 
all of them - implementing the free Anti-Bullying Campaign in all schools, underpinned as it must 
be by a corresponding anti-bullying policy.  (The Anti-Bullying Campaign website offers a draft 
anti-bullying policy in its Teachers section, which can be used to underpin this programme, which 
only needs minor adjustment to deal with local factors).  Making this happen must be a political 
priority.  Only then will the problem of bullying in schools be finally brought to an end.  
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Introduction
The Irish Second-Level Students’ Union, henceforth referred to as the ISSU, is the
representative body for second-Level students in Ireland. The ISSU represents, uplifts and
defends the voice of second-level student members and campaigns for a better quality of
education and access. Students hold the right to access their education in an environment that
fosters learning and is free of intimidation and bullying.

Our work is in line with the National Strategy on Children and Young People's Participation
in Decision-Making 2015-2020 and we work together towards the education goals and
outcomes set out in Better Outcomes Brighter Futures. The ISSU greatly values the working
relationship between our organisation and governing bodies in striving to achieve these goals
and to realise Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Our goal is to assist in developing a school system which fully empowers students as partners in
their education. Bullying remains one of the largest barriers to a prosperous school-life for
students and has a detrimental impact on their mental health.
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Executive Summary
The ISSU is extremely grateful for the opportunity to submit to the Oireachtas Committee on the
issue of “School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health''. The ISSU believes in an education
system that is free from bullying in its various forms. This submission was shaped by the union’s
Welfare Officer and Welfare Team. Our second-level officers were surveyed. Should the
opportunity arise, and with ample notice, the ISSU would be happy to conduct a nationwide
survey of second-level students in our membership and present this to the Committee.

This submission contains a brief summary of the types of bullying and how they can affect a
student’s mental health. This is not an exhaustive list, but rather aims to convey the key
struggles and challenges each of these forms of bullying presents.

Contained also is a section of “Student Testimonials” that ISSU second-level officers submitted
anonymously. The aim of this section is to highlight the personal impact that bullying can have
on a student. This section includes statistics and personal comments on officers' own
experiences with bullying. There are two distinct sections: First-Hand Experiences and
Witnessing Bullying.

Key Recommendations:
● Remodelling of the current Referral System.
● Reforming of the current Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE) curriculum
● Reviewal of the Department of Education & Skills (DES) anti-bullying policies.
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Section 1: Bullying

1.1 Types of Bullying

Physical Bullying
● Physical Bullying is defined as “something that is physically done to an individual, or their

belongings” . It is one of the most easily recognisable forms of bullying and involves, but1

is not limited to, hitting, pinching, spitting, vandalising someone's property or belongings.
● Physical bullying is often written off as “horseplay” or “banter” and is often met with

hurtful language such as “boys will be boys”. While children and younger people can
tend to play quite roughly with one another, it is important to note that this can often be a
precursor that engrains in these students that it is ok to be physically violent with
someone as its “socially acceptable”

● Physical bullying has an adverse effect on both mental and physical health. It can leave
a student bruised and seriously hurt. In severe cases, it can lead to serious conditions
such as concussions and broken bones. Physical bullying also has an immensely
detrimental impact on a students mental health and can leave them traumatised and
they may develop intimacy issues in the future as they can associate touch with being
hurt.

Verbal Bullying
● Verbal bullying includes, but is not limited to, teasing, name-calling, use of derogatory

slurs.
● Can range from constant passing comments to unrelenting verbal abuse against a

person. Verbal bullying can stem from a lack of education in areas such as emotional
awareness and empathy. Students also need education on slurs and derogatory terms
and the power they hold and how devastating they can be when used against someone.

● Verbal bullying has a very damaging effect on mental health and can lead to the
development of trust issues, lack of self-confidence and anxiety.

Exclusionary Bullying
● Exclusionary bullying involves leaving someone out or excluding them specifically.
● This form of bullying can lead to a lot of internal struggles in a student. It can leave their

self confidence shattered and they can develop serious self doubt. It is important that

1 http://www.sticksandstones.ie/bullying/methods-of-bullying/
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schools foster an environment that is inclusive of all students of
diverse backgrounds and interests and accommodates for them all, not just the larger
cohort.

Sexual Harassment
● Sexual harassment in Irish Schools cannot be allowed to continue. Sexual harassment

involves non-consensual touching, feeling, groping and kissing.
● Education must be our first priority in ending sexual harassment. Students need an RSE

curriculum that teaches them about consent, relationships, sexual communication,
sexuality, gender identity and intercourse. The current curriculum is failing to provide
students with the tools and knowledge they need to live safe and healthy sexually active
lifestyles.

● Sexual Harassment is one of the most severe forms of bullying and assault. It leaves a
person emotionally scarred and they often will never overcome this trauma. It can lead to
the development of intimacy issues, trust issues, depression, anxiety and suicidal
ideation.

Gesture Bullying
● Gesture bullying involves threatening or intimidating signs and gestures from one person

or group of people towards another.
● It can lead to a very toxic school environment for the victims. We need to ensure that the

school environment is free of intimidation and that no student feels it's necessary to
avoid or miss school.

Prejudicial Bullying and Racism
● Prejudicial Bullying and Racism occurs when bullying happens based on prejudices a

person may hold against a certain race, ethnicity or background.
● This can include slurs and derogatory words, verbal and physical abuse, snide remarks

and many other forms.
● This can lead to the victim developing self-confidence issues as they begin to question

why they are being singled out.
● We must combat Prejudicial Bullying and Racism through a more inclusive and diverse

SPHE, CSPE and overall curriculum. Students must be taught to understand and accept
a diverse range of cultures and ethnicities.
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1.2: Recommendations and Notes
● The ISSU Recommends:

○ That the Committee starts work on revamping the current referral system in
second-level schools in order to help students who may be suffering as a result
of bullying.The current system is failing to get help to students who need it
urgently. A strong referral system is imperative to lower the rates of self-harm,
suicidal ideation and suicide amongst students. It is vital that the ISSU, the
National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) and the Institute of Guidance
Counsellors (IGC) is consulted in this process.

○ Consultation takes place urgently with the National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (NCCA) and the Professional Development Service for Teachers
(PDST) to reform the current Relationship and Sexuality Education (RSE)
curriculum. This curriculum is out-dated and not consistently taught. An inclusive
and comprehensive RSE curriculum is vital in order to lower the rate of sexual
assault and sex-shaming in schools.

○ That the DES review their Anti-Bullying Procedures on a biannual basis to2

ensure they are reflective of the ever-changing school environment.
○ That school staff are encouraged use a student's preferred name and personal

pronouns to create a school culture that is inclusive of Transgender and
Non-Binary students. This will aid in combating bullying against these members
of the LBGTQ+ community.

The ISSU Notes:
○ Empathy and tolerance skills begin at a very young age and as such, students

must receive a comprehensive primary school curriculum that is inclusive of a
diverse range of students from varying backgrounds that teaches the skills
needed to understand their fellow students.

○ That while “poster campaigns” and animations can work well to support a strong
anti-bullying policy, they cannot be the sole solution to school bullying.

○ The prevalence of “teacher to student” bullying and recommends the creation of
resources outlining how to recognise it and procedures of reporting it. We further
recommend that teachers receive comprehensive training to give them the skills
to make students feel included and to not isolate any student.

○ That there are many different types of bullying against various marginalised and
minority groups (LGBTQ+ community, ethnic minorities, socioeconomic

2https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-
Primary-Schools.pdf
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background, members of the traveller community etc.)
and that each of these cases needs to be dealt with in
very different manners.

○ Research from BeLonG To Youth Services highlights the harrowing effects of
homophobic, biphobic, and transphobic bullying on the mental health of LGBTQ+
youth. 76% of LGBTQ+ young people surveyed disclosed that anti-LGBTQ+
bullying is a major source of anxiety in their lives. 3

○ That although week-long initiatives such as Stand-up Week are appreciated, the
DES needs to ensure that all students, especially those from marginalised
communities, feel welcomed in their schools year-round

Section 2: Student Testimonials
To gather data on the student perspective on bullying in school, the ISSU Welfare Team
conducted a survey concerning bullying in school exclusively within the ISSU internal structures
(Regional Officers and National Student Executive Officers). The sample data below presents
the results collected from the survey, and ranges from Junior Cycle to Senior Cycle students
from a mixed racial, socio-economic and rural-urban background.

This was a preliminary survey garnering 27 responses, but with ample notice, the ISSU will
conduct a nationwide survey to properly assess the student perspective on bullying in
second-level institutions.

3

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://belongto.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Stand-Up-Activity-Pack-2
018..pdf&sa=D&source=editors&ust=1613336535333000&usg=AOvVaw1wgygjasj7SYS6_X9eQaqg
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2.1 First-Hand Experiences

Have you ever experienced bullying at school?

“I often felt left out and isolated when I was younger, especially when I came out. People would
ask inappropriate questions and harass me and my girlfriend - [people] tried to grab her other
hand when we would hold hands, ask if we've kissed, or [if we have] had sex. We were 13...”

“[I] was sexually harassed, along with other girls in my year, by some of the older boys in our
school ie. felt up in hallways, boys would pay each other to touch the girls inappropriately...”

“People would hit me, not hard enough to bruise, but enough to hurt me...”

“People would make inappropriate comments and harass me about being gay. Either I was
being made fun of or ignored. Even before I came out, in first year, the boys thought it was
funny to make weird comments to all the girls, talking about condoms and making lewd
suggestions. One boy even rubbed his crotch on the corner of all the girls tables while asking if
we wanted to use his "ruler" and another held up a large drill piece and asked if we "wanted it
up our fannies..."

In what form(s) have you experienced bullying?

Irish Second-Level Students’ Union
ISSU 9th Floor, Liberty Hall, Dublin 1, D01 F9K2, Rep. of Ireland
Tel: + 353 1 443 4461 | Fax: + 353 1 686 5567 | info@issu.ie | www.issu.ie
Facebook: issu4u | Twitter: issu4u | Instagram: issu4u | Snapchat: issu4u

Irish Second-Level Students’ Union Limited is a company limited by guarantee, registered in Dublin
Registered Address: ISSU 9th Floor, Liberty Hall, Dublin 1 | Registration no. 511901 | Charity registration no: 20141868 (CHY22315)



Irish Second-Level Students’ Union
Connecting Students

How did this affect your mental health?

“[I] have since been diagnosed with depression...”

“My self esteem was destroyed, and I rarely felt happy in myself...”

“I felt completely alone, like I couldn't even speak to my friends about how I was feeling,
because I was embarrassed/ashamed...”

“I felt like a waste of space...”

Irish Second-Level Students’ Union
ISSU 9th Floor, Liberty Hall, Dublin 1, D01 F9K2, Rep. of Ireland
Tel: + 353 1 443 4461 | Fax: + 353 1 686 5567 | info@issu.ie | www.issu.ie
Facebook: issu4u | Twitter: issu4u | Instagram: issu4u | Snapchat: issu4u

Irish Second-Level Students’ Union Limited is a company limited by guarantee, registered in Dublin
Registered Address: ISSU 9th Floor, Liberty Hall, Dublin 1 | Registration no. 511901 | Charity registration no: 20141868 (CHY22315)



Irish Second-Level Students’ Union
Connecting Students

2.2 Witnessing Bullying

Have you ever witnessed bullying at school?

“Multiple cases of pupils leaking other peoples nudes which led to a lot of slut-shaming in the
school. A few instances of sexual harassment (slapping people on the bum, groping)...”

“I've seen girls get sexually harassed or had rumours about their sexualities and sex lives
spread around and then shamed for it. I've watched kids get slammed into lockers and dragged
into corners to be beaten up. People throw things in class, and sometimes have a favourite
target for it as well as their taunting and verbal attacks. It's horrific…”

“My friend was outed and another friend of mine was made fun of for not being “normal” due to
her autism…”

How did this affect your mental health?

“... [I had] anxiety about what was the right thing to do: would telling someone actually make it
better or worse…”
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“[The bullying] creates an unsafe environment in the school especially
for women, people of colour and LGBTQI+ [students]…”

“I felt really guilty about not standing up for them…”

Closing:
The ISSU once again reiterates our appreciation for the opportunity to make this
submission to the committee. We hope that our recommendations and notes are of
value to you. Should the committee require any further information, the ISSU would be
more than happy to oblige.
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Presentation to Joint Oireachtas Committee on Further and Higher 
Education, Research, Innovation & Science on  

“School Bullying and The Impact on Mental Health”. 

On behalf of our membership, I would like to take the opportunity to thank the Committee for 

the invitation to present a written submission on  

 

“School Bullying and The Impact on Mental Health in second level schools”. 

 

The National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals is the professional association 

for second level school leaders in Ireland. Established in 1998, NAPD, through its Officers, 

National Executive and Regional Network provides a united voice for principals and deputy 

principals on issues of common concern across all three second level sectors.   NAPD is a 

respected education partner represented on relevant local, regional, and national bodies both 

statutory and non-statutory. The Association represents the views of Principals and Deputy 

Principals to the Department of Education and Skills and shows leadership in the formulation 

of education policy. The key priority is to enable the principal and deputy to be the leader of 

learning in their school. NAPD is dynamic, pro-active solution focused and outward looking.  

With schools closed now and with the uncertainty surrounding the holding of the state exams 

the mental health of our student cohort is being highlighted. Bullying and cyberbullying are 

other issues where the students’ mental health is adversely affected. Some are in denial about 

the extent of bullying in our schools. Bullying occurs in all schools – the measure of the school 

is how it responds to bullying issues when they occur. NAPD has been to the fore in dealing 

with this issue whether it is in the form of bullying or cyberbullying. The Association has 

conducted several polls using Amárach Research. We have made presentations at the Anti-

Bullying Forum and have delivered presentations at an Anti-Bullying Seminar in Dublin 

Castle, a European Seminar organised in Cork, Workshops to combat Homophobic and 

Transphobic bullying and a number of events organised through the Children’s Mental Health 

Alliance. 

NAPD’s view is that a positive school climate where there is a culture of dialogue between 

students and staff to create a “telling” school is the best way to inhibit bullying in our schools.  

2021/84 
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Schools, as centres of learning, have the opportunity in dealing with the complexity of bullying 

when it does occur in a way that protects the victim and educates the bully. In recent times our 

schools have developed strong structures to grow and foster an atmosphere of care and safety 

where learning can take place. 

• Strong pastoral care systems now exist with Class Tutors and a Year Head who have 

designated responsibility for the welfare of students and who meet regularly to review 

students’ progress 

• Care Teams comprising Principal, Deputy Principal, Guidance Counsellor, Chaplain, 

and other key people for the care of students e.g.  Home School Liaison Coordinator 

are now in place.  

• Wise Principals will encourage an active Student Council and devolve real 

responsibility to Prefects and Class Captains and will listen carefully to their 

recommendations 

• Schools now have capacity for enhanced professional supervision of students at break 

and lunch time which can be one of the risk times in schools 

• Schools have developed structured transfer programmes from Primary to Secondary 

School and induction classes and buddy systems to ease the anxiety of transition and to 

detect early signs of vulnerability.   

• Many schools have developed Positive Discipline Programmes designed to foster, 

encourage, and recognise what is good in the manner in which students grow and 

develop. 

• Structured SPHE, RSE, CSPE and RE programmes provide opportunities to raise and 

confront school related bullying in the school context. 

• There are Restorative Practice programmes designed to facilitate examination of 

relationships in school and to address issues that arise. Many schools have availed of 

these and already try to implement best practice 

• Schools also run Bullying Awareness and Friendship weeks & events to highlight “how 

we do things around here, the standards we expect and who you can turn to if things go 

wrong” 

• Schools are communities and an active Parents’ Council where parents’ voices can be 

heard and where they can feel part of the school is vital.  NAPD has close links with 

the National Parents’ Council and regularly meet on matters of common concern 

 

NAPD is acutely aware of the importance of Quality Leadership, which is at the heart of good 

schools, at the core of innovation and central to any evaluation of the success of what we are 

doing.  As Principals and Deputy Principals it is important, we lead by example, that we are 

role models and that in all that we do, we model courteous and civil behaviour. In this regard, 

NAPD has been to the fore in providing leadership to its members on addressing homophobic 

bullying in schools.   

NAPD in conjunction with the Equality Authority and BeLongGTo has piloted whole school 

training in combating homophobic bullying and has collaborated with the Department of 

Education to develop resources for use in schools to support students suffering because of 

ignorance or badness. NAPD has worked to highlight the following issues: 
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• The importance of a whole school approach 

• Encouragement of the use of appropriate class materials to raise awareness and tackle 

homophobic bullying 

• Appropriate and timely training for teachers in delivering personal development 

programmes particularly around sensitive areas  

• The appropriate linking of anti-bullying strategies to whole school approaches to 

Mental Health and Mental wellbeing  

• The recognition of the specific role and skills of the Guidance Counsellor in addressing 

bullying issues when they arise. 

• Inclusion of self-evaluation instruments around issues relating to students’ wellbeing 

and sense of security in school in the schools self-evaluation programme.  These to be 

given to students and parents. 

• Use of restorative practices to repair fractured relationships between bully and victim 

where practicable. 

• A separate and exhaustive investigation into the abuse of social media, its destructive 

power for bullying and the impact on young people’s mental health of the perpetual 

availability of social media. This may require a cross disciplinary group to include 

educators, IT specialists, legislation and legal experts, psychologists, social scientists, 

gardai etc and any other discipline which can inform our understanding and help to 

generate new approaches to raising awareness and safeguarding the vulnerable in a 

cyber world that can be hidden from parents, teachers and all others who are concerned 

with the welfare of young people. 

NAPD has commissioned Genevieve Murray, a Doctoral student with Prof Mona O’More to 

research bullying in schools with a view to providing resources for school leaders and school 

management to combat the problem. Having completed her Doctoral Studies one of 

Genevieve’s key findings was that when students enter our second level schools they are still 

young girls and boys on the threshold of adolescence - a period in all our lives that is 

unparalleled in its intensity, excitement and promise. As school leaders we are and must be 

very conscious of our responsibility to create a safe, secure and supportive environment where 

students can learn, develop and express themselves. Any form of Bullying is an affront to 

human dignity and diminishes all our lives.  During adolescence we make huge strides on the 

journey towards forming our life identities and huge questions present themselves: Who am I? 

What will I do with my life?  What are my strengths? How do I use my talents? Will people 

like me?  Will people accept me?  

Our search for identity is a profound element of each one’s unique search for meaning in our 

lives and acknowledgement and acceptance of that identity is a profound human right.  As 

school leaders we strive daily to develop schools where all members of the school community 

are respected regardless of gender, civil status, family status, age, race, religion, disability, 

sexual orientation, membership of the travelling community or indeed any other dimension to 

our being which might mark us out as different 

While attending a meeting of the Children’s Mental Health Coalition when NAPD was 

involved as a member, Margaret Barry, Professor of Health Promotion and Public Health, NUI, 

Galway spoke of mental health operating on an Individual, Community and Societal basis. On 
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a community level she spoke of the mental health benefits of being included in your community 

and of feeling included. For young people, school is a very significant community in their lives. 

She spoke of the risks to mental health where students did not feel accepted. All bullying is a 

form of exclusion and all forms of exclusion are painful. Today, there is a common consent 

that education should be holistic and that the development of the full person is the proper aim 

of education. As an Association, NAPD advises members to listen to the voice of young people 

and to include student voice in designing and drafting anti-bullying policies because it is clear 

that students wish that their education experience should engage with their full person. 

Although COVID-19 has impacted greatly on schools and the involvement of the Inspectorate 

has been in a supportive rather than an evaluative role, it is worth recognising that that the DES 

through the work of the Inspectorate is conscious of  the importance of accessing the wider 

experiences of young people in schools.  The current model of WSE- MLL has a confidential 

questionnaire for students and parents in second and fifth year to provide feedback on their 

experiences of and in school.  These are some of the issues that are raised, and the responses 

can be triangulated so that an accurate enough picture emerges of school climate and 

relationships therein. 

Questions to Parents for their comments. 

 

My child enjoys going to school 

I know who to go to talk to in the school if there is a problem 

My child feels safe and well looked after in school 

The school pays attention to drugs and alcohol 

I am satisfied with the way bullying is dealt with by the school 

 

Observations from Students and their comments, 

 

I am proud to be in this school 

I feel safe and cared for in the school 

I get on well with other students in the school 

There is a good atmosphere in the school 

I understand the school rules 

The behaviour of students is good in the school 

 

The journey towards self-evaluation in schools is advancing and questionnaires on student 

experiences don’t have to wait for the arrival of DES Inspectors now thankfully. 

 

In our considerations we should keep in mind also the findings of Dr Maeve O’Brien, St 

Patrick’s College who did a report for the NCCA in 2008 entitled Well-Being and Post-Primary 

Schooling 

“There is strong evidence and argument to support the view that schooling should be concerned 

with a broad conception of the well-being of a young person. Holistic approaches that involve 

students in their own learning, and that have relevance and are respectful of students’ own 

interests and strengths have a much greater possibility of fostering well-being, not just in the 

short but also in the long term. 
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In highlighting happiness or well-being as an aim of education, issues of respect, care, 

relationships, and love and emotions become part of the vocabulary of second-level education 

in a way that has not been usual within educational discourses of performance and success. If 

we agree that happiness is an appropriate aim of education, then we will have to recalibrate the 

balance between competing aims, preparing students for the labour market and higher 

education, and educating students for a ‘good life’. These should not be mutually exclusive, 

but the literature certainly indicates that the pendulum has swung too far in the direction of 

‘human capital’ education in the narrow sense.”  

Dr O’Brien’s comments are as relevant today as when they were written over a decade ago. 

There has been a very progressive movement to advance pupil wellbeing in the Junior Cycle 

and the decision to have 300 hours rising to 400 hours eventually of wellbeing tuition for 

students is reassuring even if what to cover in that time slot is causing some headaches for our 

members. A colleague principal in his annual report said, “Often, when we reflect on schools 

and their achievements, we tend to focus on exam results and on sporting or cultural 

successes.  It is more difficult to measure atmosphere, values and ethos, however these 

constitute the very fabric of how we achieve all else and must be nurtured with equal energy”. 

This is a very valuable insight and is at the heart of the Wellbeing for Teachers and Learners 

Group (WTL). This group has organized very successful symposia on the issue of Wellbeing 

in our Schools. NAPD, the Irish Primary Principals Network (IPPN), the National Parents 

Council (NPC), the Teaching Council and the Ombudsman for Children participate and meet 

4 times a year to review progress. Close contact has been established with the Department 

Inspectorate and the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS). Covid-19 

restrictions mean that an event scheduled for this month cannot take place, but other options 

are being explored to drive the wellbeing agenda forward. 

NAPD is grateful for the opportunity to contribute to the Joint Committee’s deliberations and 

is available to expand on points raised if required. 

 

Clive Byrne   Paul Byrne   Tim Geraghty 

Director   Deputy Director  Deputy Director 

National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals (NAPD) 

16 February 2021 
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Key Messages 

 
 There are higher rates of incidence of bullying, with children with 

additional needs two to three times more likely to be bullied than 

their peers 

 

 Attitudes towards people with disabilities in Ireland need to be 

improved, specifically when it comes to education 

 

 The Government should engage in a public awareness campaign on 

reducing the stigma around disability 

 

 Put in place more robust teacher training on inclusive education 

practices, to offer a way to improve outcomes for children with 

intellectual disabilities  

 

 Inclusive education results in better short and long term social 

outcomes for children with additional needs; such as in maintaining 

positive peer relationships and better social development 

 

 Children who attend special schools must have access to a high 

quality guidance service 

 

 Invest in Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) 

 

 Continue the improvement of therapeutic supports by providing 

speech and language and occupational therapy within ‘educational 

settings’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

3 

 

Introduction  

 

Established in 1961, Inclusion Ireland is a national, rights based advocacy 

organisation that works to promote the rights of people with an 

intellectual disability.  

The vision of Inclusion Ireland is that of people with an intellectual 

disability living and participating 

Inclusion Ireland welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the work of 

the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation & Science. We would also welcome the 

opportunity to speak at the committee if this opportunity arose.  

The issue of bullying in schools continues to be an important issue that 

arises in our advocacy work. The bullying experienced by children in 

schools must be seen through the prism of general attitudes towards 

people with disabilities in Ireland, the absence of inclusive educational 

practices and systems, and the importance of children’s mental health 

supports inside and outside of schools. 

 

Bullying and children with intellectual 

disabilities 

International studies related to bullying of children with additional needs 
and disabilities, more commonly known as disablist bullying, have 

consistently revealed higher rates of incidence, with children with additional 
needs likely to be bullied two-three times more than their peers.1 

The UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
points out, in a report on the rights of persons with disabilities to the 

highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, that “children 
with disabilities are six times as likely as other children to experience 

violence and abuse”.2 It further specifies that “children with psychosocial 
or intellectual disabilities have a higher prevalence and risk of violence 

than children with other disabilities”.3  
 

                                                           
1 https://www.dcu.ie/news/news/2017/12/dcu-leads-eu-project-to-tackle-bullying-of-those-with-
special-educational-needs  
2 Special Rapporteur on the rights of persons with disabilities, Report on the rights of persons with 

disabilities to the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health, 2018, para 30. 
3 Ibid, para 43. 

https://www.dcu.ie/news/news/2017/12/dcu-leads-eu-project-to-tackle-bullying-of-those-with-special-educational-needs
https://www.dcu.ie/news/news/2017/12/dcu-leads-eu-project-to-tackle-bullying-of-those-with-special-educational-needs
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Disability/SRDisabilities/Pages/StandardOHealth.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Disability/SRDisabilities/Pages/StandardOHealth.aspx
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While there is some research in the area of bullying and disability there is 
little available literature on the effects of bullying on the mental health of 
children with disabilities in Ireland. 

However, research has given indications as to the experiences of children 
with additional needs of bullying in school. Research in the form of a survey 

conducted on children with additional needs in primary and post-primary 
schools in Northern Ireland4 illustrated that children themselves felt that 

they were bullied because they were “different”, and that the bullying was 
related to their disability. The findings of this report found that the bullying 

was related to children who were classified as having additional needs, and 
those who have social, emotional and behavioural problems5.  

Attitudes towards people with intellectual 

disabilities 

One important aspect to consider on this issue is that of attitudes towards 

people with disabilities in Irish society. The National Disability Authority 

(NDA) Public Attitudes to Disability Survey in 2017 has shown that while 

positive attitudes towards people with disabilities and mental health 

difficulties is improving, there is still cause for concern with the general 

public’s attitudes towards people with disabilities 6.   

In the NDA survey report, 28% of the public disagreed that children with 

autism or an intellectual disability should attend the same school as non-

disabled children. This is a large cohort of people who do not support the 

inclusion of children with intellectual disabilities in the educational system. 

In relation to education more generally, 38% of respondents agreed that, 

people with disabilities receive equal opportunities in terms of education7. 

These results form part of a larger picture regarding attitudes towards 
adults and children with intellectual disabilities. Research has shown that 

adults who have an intellectual or emotional disability are more likely to 
receive negative treatment in the workplace compared with people with 

physical disabilities8. 
 
Addressing the negative attitudes towards children with disabilities must 

form part of the response to tackling bullying of children with additional 

needs. This involves addressing negative attitudes, moving away from the 

systemic segregation of children with additional needs to a more inclusive 

                                                           
4 Education and Library Boards, Staff Commission for Education and Library Boards and the 
Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (2010) 
5 Ibid 
6 NDA (2017). Public Attitudes to Disability Survey 
7 NDA (2017). Public Attitudes to Disability Survey 
8 Barr JJ, Bracchitta K (2015) Attitudes Toward Individuals with Disabilities: The Effects of Contact 
with Different Disability Types, Current Psychology, 34 (2), 223–238 
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approach, the need to train teachers on disability inclusion, and 

awareness raising in the general public. 

The Government should engage in a public awareness campaign on 

reducing the stigma around disability, similar to recent campaigns on 

mental health. Any such campaign should pay particular attention to the 

systemic segregation of disabled people and disabled children. 

The importance of inclusive education 

Many millions of persons with disabilities continue to be denied a right to 
education around the world, and for many more, such education only 

exists in settings where they are isolated from their peers and receive an 
inferior quality of education. In 2017 half of children out of school were 

children with disabilities – approximately 52 million children9 - and 
children with intellectual are the most excluded10.  

 
Ireland is not an exception to this. Separation is endemic in the Irish 

disability sector, and education is just part of an overall picture of 
separateness. People with intellectual disabilities have traditionally been 

segregated from their peers, starting at a young age in the education 
system, before this segregation manifests itself in other ways, such as in 

housing, employment or in health and social care services.  
 

In Ireland, there are currently over 16,000 students educated in either a 

special class or a special school. There are 1,620 special classes in the 
country and 8,400 students educated in special schools throughout 

Ireland11. The way in which children with additional needs are separated 
from their peers within the education system facilitates a culture where 

children with intellectual disabilities are treated as “others” by their peers, 
teachers, and by the system itself.  

 
Research has shown that isolation from peers is a major risk factor for 

children with additional needs being bullied12. This same research goes on 
to say that inclusive education plays a key role in addressing the isolation 

of children with additional needs. Putting in place an inclusive approach to 
education would go a long way to tackling the isolation that children with 

additional needs experience.  
 

There is extensive research into the education of students with disability 
that has overwhelmingly established inclusive education as producing 

                                                           
9 Byrne (2019) How Inclusive is the Right to Inclusive Education? An Assessment of the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities’ Concluding Observations. Accessed at  
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1651411  
10 General Comment 4, UNCRPD 
11 NCSE (2019). Policy Advice on Special Schools and Classes. An Inclusive Education for An 

Inclusive Society? 
12 NDA (2014). Preventing school bullying of children with Special Educational Needs or Disability 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2019.1651411
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superior social and academic outcomes for all students and consistently 
found that academic and social outcomes for children in fully inclusive 

settings are without exception better than in the segregated or partially 
segregated environments13. 

 
This is particularly important when it comes to social outcomes for 

children with additional needs. Key findings from research by Hehir in 
2017 - which reviewed evidence from more than 280 studies conducted in 

25 countries, - shows consistent evidence that inclusive educational 
settings, where children with disabilities are educated alongside their non-

disabled peers, can have substantial short and long-term benefits for 
children’s cognitive and social development. This research has also shown 

that children educated in inclusive environments form and maintain 
positive peer relationships, which have important implications for learning 

and psychological development14. 

 
The NDA found that Five guiding principles are proposed to underpin a 

framework for schools to ensure that their school becomes a place where 

staff and children are happy and safe from bullying15. 

 A rights-based approach to protect children from bullying to govern 

and underpin principles and practices 

 Systemic interventions 

 Inclusive processes 

 Education and training 

 Leadership training and communication 

There is much overlap with the 5 principles above and what the UNCRPD 

says is necessary for children with additional needs to have an inclusive 

education.  

Core features of inclusive education are:  

 A “whole systems” approach where all resources are invested in 

advancing inclusive education;  

 A “whole educational environment” embedding the culture, policies 

and practices;   

 A “whole person” approach recognising the capacity of every person 

to learn, with high expectations of all learners and where teaching 

and learning methods are adapted to different strengths, 

requirements and learning styles. 

                                                           
13  http://allmeansall.org.au/research/ 
14 Hehir, Grindal, Freeman, Lamoreau, Borquaye, Burke, (2017). A Summary of the Evidence on 

Inclusive Education 
15 NDA (2014). Preventing school bullying of children with Special Educational Needs or Disability 

http://allmeansall.org.au/research/
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 Teachers and other staff receive education and training to give 

them the core values and competencies to accommodate inclusive 

learning environments;   

 Respect for and value of diversity ensures all members of the 

learning community are equally welcome and diversity is respected.   

 Inclusive learning environments are accessible where everyone feels 

safe, supported, stimulated and able to express;  

 Learners receive support to ensure the effective transition from 

learning at school to vocational and tertiary education and, finally, 

to work (life-long focus);   

 The relationship between the learning environment and the wider 

community is recognized as a route towards inclusive societies;   

 Monitoring involves persons with disabilities16  

To achieve inclusive education, the Government will need to invest 

heavily in teachers, teacher training, school buildings and allied health 

professionals over a sustained period. It will not be a quick fix but 

requires a multi-year implementation plan, fully financed with the 

appropriate legislative and policy backing. 

 

Children’s mental health services and school 

supports 

A report from the World Health organisation in 2010 reported that 35-

40% of children and adolescents with intellectual disabilities have mental 

health problems17. This is five times greater than the rate among children 

in the general population. 

In the context of Ireland, the new national mental health strategy 

“Sharing the Vision” has recently been published. This report states that 
there are significant mental health and intellectual disability service gaps 

across the country. Through our advocacy work we are aware of cases 
where children with intellectual disabilities are inappropriately placed in 

adult mental health services due to the absence of appropriate mental 
health placements. 

 

Mental Health Intellectual Disability (MHID) services remain at 33% for 
Adults and 12% for children of the level envisaged by previous strategy 

“A vision for change”. Families and people with intellectual disabilities say 
they struggle to access mental health services, with an absence of CAMHS 

MHID services in most areas around the country.  

                                                           
16 General Comment 4, UNCRPD  
17 World Health Organisation (2010). Better health, better lives: children and young people with 

intellectual disabilities and their families. 
https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/126408/e94421.pdf  

https://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/126408/e94421.pdf
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Mental health supports for children with intellectual disabilities are 

virtually non-existent. 

It is within this context that schools have an important role to play in 

providing supports and in promoting positive mental health for children 
with additional needs. Access to allied health supports are vital for many 

children with intellectual disabilities and autism. Speech and language 
therapy is often seen as an education enabler for example. Good mental 

health is also essential to keeping young people in school. 
 
We know from reports that disability therapeutic services are understaffed 

to provide an optimum service to children with disabilities.18 In addition, 

the HSE report extensive waiting lists for therapies, child mental health 

services and Disability Act assessments. These waiting lists can run into 

years in certain areas of the country.19 For example, in psychology 

services 98% of people are seen within 12 months in CHO 8 but only 

45.4% in CHO 7 are seen within 12 months. Although there has been a 

reduction, there are still 4300 people waiting longer than 12 months for 

psychology services. CHO 4 contains the vast majority of children waiting 

more than 12 months for mental health services.20 

A study of Speech and Language Therapy Service intervention delivered 

in early years educational settings and schools in Tallaght West in 201221 

reported that that integration of services such as Speech and Language 

Therapy within the educational system or within community met the 

needs of the community in a way that traditional clinic-based services did 

not. In the context of child wellbeing and bullying, parents felt that their 

child was more ready for school as a result of the speech and language 

therapy received and, in particular, that this would result in a lower 

likelihood of their child being bullied or being singled out for being 

different. 

A recent report from the Ombudsman for Children highlighted the unmet 

needs of children with disabilities, and how some children were so long on 

the Early Intervention Services waiting list - some up to the age of five 

years - that they became too old to remain on that list, and as a result 

had to go to the bottom of the AON list for school aged children22. This is 

supported by anecdotal evidence from our case work where we are aware 

                                                           
18 For example: NDA and Transforming Lives Working Group 1 indicate the system is hundreds of 
staff to low to cope with demand. 
19 HSE Performance Profile April-June 2020  
20 Ibid  
21 Hayes, N., Keegan, S. and Goulding, E. (2012) Evaluation of the Speech and Language Therapy 
Service of Tallaght West Childhood Development Initiative. Dublin: Childhood Development 
Initiative (CD 
22 Ombudsman for Children (2020). Unmet Needs A report by the Ombudsman for Children’s Office on the 
challenges faced by children in Ireland who require an assessment of their needs. October 2020 
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that many children in the Dublin north area have not seen a therapist in 

years and may ‘age out’ of early intervention services without ever seeing 

a therapist. This does nothing to support these children, their parents, or 

their educators. 

Children with additional needs in special schools do not receive support in 

the form of guidance counsellors. This key aspect of support for children 

is missing and serves to reduce the potential for children to progress to 

other levels of education and employment.  

The absence of guidance counsellors reduces expectations of these 

children progressing in higher education or further education and training 

and instead assuming they will progress to HSE funded day services only. 

Such low expectations, along with the absence of guidance from 

professionals also has the potential to affect the mental health of children 

with disabilities, and at the very least is an example of a type of support 

for children that is absent for this group. 

Guidance counsellors must be deployed to support children in special 

schools to access a wide range of post school supports. 

 

Recommendations 

 The Government must engage in a public awareness campaign on 

reducing the stigma around disability 

 

 Put in place more robust teacher training on inclusive education 

practices, to offer a way to improve outcomes for children with 

intellectual disabilities and children with additional needs 

 

 The government must invest in inclusive education. This results in 

better short and longer term social outcomes for children with 

additional needs; such as in maintaining positive peer relationships 

and better social development 

 

 Continue the improvement of therapeutic supports by providing 

speech and language and occupational therapy within ‘educational 

settings’ 

 

 Children who attend special schools must have access to a high 

quality guidance service 

 

 Invest in Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) 
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Introduction  

The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) represents over 42,000 teachers in primary and 
special schools in the Republic of Ireland. The INTO would like to thank the Joint Committee on 
Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science for the opportunity 
to make this submission on the topic of school bullying and the impact on mental health. At the 
outset, we wish the Committee to note that the INTO has over the years -although not in recent 
years-undertaken research in relation to school bullying and this was also included as a topic in 
our Equality Conference on Mental Health in 2013. 

We also wish for the Committee to note that the culture in which primary schools operate is one 
that is safe and inclusive for all pupils regardless of social background, race, self-identity and 
learning needs.  For that our primary school teachers are held in very high regard across the 
country. Schools as places of employment for teachers should endeavour to ensure that dignity 
in the workplace is protected. 

Class Size 

According to Education at a Glance (OECD 2018), Irish primary school teachers continue to teach 
larger classes than their colleagues in other countries. The average class size in Irish primary 
schools remains at 25, the highest in the Eurozone, compared to the EU average of 20 pupils per 
class. More than 100,000 children in primary school are in classes of more than 30 pupils. The 
complexity of the contemporary classroom is such that, with larger class sizes, teachers are 
finding it challenging to meet the broad spectrum of needs of children and to effectively support 
the social, emotional and behavioural neds of children. Smaller class size would not only give 
pupils the individual attention and support they require to reach their full potential but also to 
enable children to develop their self-regulation skills and competencies. 

Policies and Procedures at school level 

There is a heightened awareness of bullying in school communities, teachers, pupils, parents and 
the wider school community. There are a number of administrative policies in place in schools to 
address bullying. These policies include the Code of Behaviour, Child Protection procedures and 
Dignity at Work.  In accordance with the Education (Welfare) Act, 2000 and the guidelines issued 
by the National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB), all schools are required to have an Anti-
Bullying policy within the framework of their overall Code of Behaviour (Governance Manual for 
Primary Schools [2019-2023] pg. 5). In relation to the Anti-Bullying policy, it is explicitly stated 
that: 

• The Board and school personnel are required to adhere to the procedures in dealing with 
allegations and incidents of bullying; 
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• The policy is to be made available to school personnel, published on the school website 
and provided to the parents’ association; 

• The principal, as part of the oversight arrangement, at least once in every school term 
provide a report to the board of management in relation to the numbers of bullying cases 
reported to him or her and confirmation that all of these cases have been, or are being, 
dealt with in accordance with the school’s Anti-Bullying Policy and the Anti-Bullying 
Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools; 

• The Board must undertake an annual review of the school’s Anti-Bullying Policy and its 
implementation by the school; 

• The Board must also ensure that the school has an Anti-Bullying Policy that fully complies 
with the requirements of the Department’s Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and 
Post-Primary Schools issued under Circular 0045/2013.   
 

The Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools are being implemented since 
2013. We wish the Committee to note that there has been no revision or updating of these 
procedures since their introduction, nor has there been regular dedicated access to professional 
development for teachers, school leaders and school Boards of Management. The INTO submits 
that this is now necessary, particularly in the context of other forms of identity based and cyber-
bullying. 

Homophobic, biphobic and transphobic bullying or LGBT+ based bullying ‘is bullying based on 
prejudice or discrimination because of someone’s actual or perceived sexuality or gender.’ (Being 
LGBT in School’ Resource, GLEN/DES, 2016). Children may be a target of this type of bullying 
because of their LGBT+ identity or their perceived LGBT+ identity, their appearance, their 
behaviour, their physical traits, because they have LGBT+ friends/family or simply for being 
different. 

Bullying can have both short and long-term consequences but these consequences can be more 
pronounced for an LGBT+ child who may already be struggling with their developing identity. In 
primary schools any child who does not conform to stereotypical standards of masculine or 
feminine behaviour/ appearance can be targeted. Resulting consequences range from damage of 
self-esteem, truancy and poor academic engagement/attainment. The LGBT+ Ireland Report 
(2016) found that the most common age for an individual to realise their LGBT+ identity was 12 
years old. This roughly equates to 6th class in primary school and leaves young people extremely 
vulnerable particularly if they are unsure about their own developing identity. Their vulnerability 
and mental health can be compromised where they are subjected to negative messages from their 
peers and lack of LGBT+ role models in their school environment.  
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If not addressed homophobic bullying can impact long term social development and mental 
health of LGBT+ children. The LGBT+ Ireland Report (2016) indicates that most LGBT+ based 
bullying starts in school and then moves online. Findings from the report indicate that being 
bullied in school because of their LGBT+ identity exerted a strong influence on the onset of mental 
health difficulties for young people. While the participants in this study were older than primary 
school pupils, ranging from 14 to 25 year olds, the impact on them of LGBT+ based bullying in 
school is worth noting: had significantly lower scores on the self-esteem scale and they had 
significantly higher scores on the depression, anxiety, stress, and alcohol use scales.  

Similar to LGBT+ based bullying, racist bully or race-based bullying has a particular negative 
impact on the mental health and wellbeing of those pupils who suffer such bullying. Children who 
are from the Travelling Community, who are black and children who identify as belonging to a 
minority ethnic culture are particularly vulnerable to racist bullying. Other children whose 
mother tongue is not English, who live in Direct Provision Centres or who have black and minority 
ethnic parents can also be targets of racist bullying. Race based abuse humiliates and 
dehumanises the heart of a child’s identity and undermines their sense of worth. Where non-
white Irish children are an obvious minority in a class or school community racist bullying can 
have a severe impact not only on their self-esteem and academic attainment but also on their 
sense of belonging to the school community leading to a sense of isolation and distrust in those 
within the school community.    

With many different technological platforms including social network sites, apps and chat-rooms 
cyber-bullying is increasingly common and a cause of particular concern.  As cyber-bullying does 
not require face to face contact, it can occur at any time (day or night). We note the support from 
Webwise and the PDST in attempting to combat cyber-bullying and to increase awareness about 
online safety. Schools also have Acceptable Usage Policies in place which outline the guidelines 
and behaviours that pupils are expected to follow when using school technologies for school 
activities of any nature.  However, as technologies are constantly evolving, up-to-date guidance 
and appropriate support must be provided to schools. 

The Anti-Bullying procedures emphasize that the prevention of bullying must be an integral part 
of a school’s anti-bullying policy. It requires a school to outline the education and prevention 
strategies being implemented in the Anti-Bullying policy. It also states that it “must explicitly deal 
with the issue of cyber-bullying and identity-based bullying including in particular, homophobic and 
transphobic bullying”.  The fact of the matter is, that whilst management bodies and the INTO 
endeavour to provide as much support and assistance to schools as possible, and INTO will 
continue to do so, this assistance and support has never been any professional development and 
training provided at national level or on a national basis by the DES or any state agency. We 
submit that there must be centralised whole school and up-to-date professional development and 
training for teachers and staff, who are by and large front-line and interacting with pupils on a 
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daily basis. We also submit that these issues should be included in initial teacher education in 
addition to continuing CPD for teachers. 

Role of Principals 

The Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools state that, “the Principal in 
particular has a key role in dealing with bullying behaviour in school because he/she is in a strong 
position to influence attitudes and set standards in dealing with such behaviour”.  Principals are key 
in engendering an ethos under which bullying is unacceptable. They regularly provide support to 
staff in investigating and dealing with bullying issues that arise in schools.  They also are involved 
in communicating with and engaging with parents/guardians and other outside agencies such as 
CAMHS when issues arise.  In addition, they are also responsible for providing an oversight report 
to their boards of management at least once per term and assisting their boards in dealing with 
investigating bullying matters. There is a high level of responsibility on Principal teachers to set 
standards, deal with bullying, engage with agencies and provide reports, often without the 
necessary and adequate administrative support.  The time to undertake such tasks is challenging 
for Principals particularly for Teaching Principals. Practical supports for Teaching Principals, 
such as leadership and management time, sufficient well-paid secretarial support and a reduction 
in paperwork and bureaucracy are required. The additional release time (for Teaching Principals 
and deputies) provided for the 2020/21 school year must be retained and expanded upon. The 
Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools also state that, “the role of all 
those in leadership roles within the school is of great importance in stimulating a school-wide 
approach to preventing and tackling bullying”. Therefore, it is imperative that the middle 
management layer removed from schools since 2009 is restored to assist in providing effective 
leadership for preventing and tackling bullying. Principals should also continue to have access to 
quality professional development and training to support them in their roles. There should also 
be continuous and appropriate training for boards of management. 

Role of Teachers 

The Code of Professional Conduct for Teachers (Updated 2nd Edition, 2016) requires all teachers 
to:  

• take all reasonable steps in relation to the care of pupils/students under their 
supervision, so as to ensure their safety and welfare   

• comply with agreed national and school policies, procedures and guidelines which aim to 
promote pupil/student education and welfare and child protection  

• report, where appropriate, incidents or matters which impact on pupil/student welfare. 

Teachers recognise the adverse impact that all forms of bullying can have on the mental health of 
pupils. Teachers have a strong sense of responsibility towards their pupils. In that regard they 
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take their duty of care to pupils very seriously. INTO members take their role are committed to 
eliminating all forms of bullying and do everything they can to prevent it in schools through the 
implementation of school policies, relevant procedures and guidelines.  However, this is often 
done without the requisite professional development and training and provision of the necessary 
resources. Some children need psychological or psychiatric or mental health supports that are 
not available in schools. Teachers are not psychologists or psychiatrists. However, teachers would 
welcome supports and resources that allow them to look out for signs, to build programmes into 
the curriculum and to have clear routes to specialist services for pupils who require them. It 
should also be noted that bullying issues can and do often arise outside of the school environment 
e.g. in the community which can spill in to the school environment. Therefore, it is a matter for 
parents and communities to play their part in combatting bullying particularly bullying which 
occurs outside of the school setting. We submit that teachers should not be held accountable for 
issues which arise outside of the school environment. 

Curriculum 

Teachers have a strong sense of responsibility towards their pupils and their wellbeing and 
resilience. Teachers implement a variety of age-appropriate programmes and initiatives such as 
Friends for Life, Incredible Years, Roots of Empathy. Teachers also employ a wide range of 
strategies to build and support pupils’ wellbeing and resilience including the use of circle time. 
The Child Protection Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2011) required schools to 
fully implement the Stay Safe programme as part of SPHE. This is also a requirement under the 
2017 Child Protection Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools. This programme is a 
personal safety skills programme designed for pupils from Junior Infants to Sixth Class and seeks 
to enhance children’s self-protective skills by participation in lessons on safe and unsafe 
situations, inappropriate touch, secrets, telling, stranger danger and bullying. Curricular overload 
and a plethora of initiatives in other areas can often be a problem for teachers in their planning 
and implementation of the SPHE curriculum.  

As part of the Child Protection Safeguarding Inspection model, the quality of planning for and 
implementation of the SPHE curriculum and the Stay Safe programme in primary schools is 
checked during the inspection. The first two checks at primary level seek to establish if the school 
is providing the required programmes. The subsequent sub-checks then inquire into whether the 
school and its teachers are planning appropriately for the implementation of these programmes 
and look at learners’ understanding of a number of key topics of the programmes. In view of the 
fact that the Stay Safe programme is mandatory in all primary and special schools and subject to 
inspection under the CPSI model, all teachers should have access to continuous professional 
development throughout their careers.  
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The increased focus on student wellbeing across education policy and practice provides both an 
opportunity and a challenge for schools. The central place of wellbeing in the curriculum has been 
reinforced in recent years with its inclusion as one of four key themes in Aistear: The Early 
Childhood Curriculum Framework (2009) as well as in the new Framework for Junior Cycle. Whilst 
teachers acknowledge the merit of this emphasis on pupil wellbeing, the need for professional 
development for teachers in this area is highlighted. Although ‘Aistear’ was published in 2009, 
there was never any formal introduction and many teachers at infant level who embrace the 
premise of the framework have accessed training in their personal time, leading to 
inconsistencies in approaches. The publication of the Revised Wellbeing Policy Statement and 
Framework for Practice (2018-2023) in October 2019 underlined the vital role of the primary 
school in the promotion of wellbeing through a variety of activities and approaches supporting 
the academic, physical, mental, emotional, social, and spiritual development of children and 
young people. It is essential that, at primary level, children’s resilience in dealing with the normal 
stresses of their lives is fostered to ensure that have the requisite skills to look after their physical 
wellbeing and that they feel a sense of purpose as a valued member of the school and wider 
community.  

Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) is allocated 30 minutes per week for 
implementation. One element of the SPHE curriculum (1999) is ‘resolving conflict’, which seeks 
to equip children with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to deal with conflict by practising 
different techniques that focus on identifying the problem and exploring possible solutions. Allied 
with the work on resolving conflict is the issue of bullying whereby pupils can develop an 
awareness and understanding of what bullying is, the type of behaviour and the role of various 
people in bullying situations. The approach adopted to dealing with bullying in SPHE is informed 
by the school’s agreed Anti-Bullying policy and the promotion of healthy, inclusive relationships 
permeates all aspects of school life. Generally, teachers will draw up individual ‘classroom rules’ 
which will include reinforcement of the school’s anti-bullying position. Pupils are usually 
involved in the collation of such classroom charter at the beginning of the academic year, and this 
serves to increase their sense of responsibility and commitment to adhere to the ground rules. 
This collective agreement is also important in cultivating a safe environment within the 
classroom feel comfortable to share their thoughts and feelings with their teacher and peers. 
‘Circle Time’ is a regular feature within the primary classroom at all levels and affords an 
opportunity for children to develop confidence, self-esteem, enhance their communication skills 
and support positive classroom relationships. 

Within the context of the current review of the primary curriculum, it is proposed that wellbeing 
be introduced as a distinct subject area incorporating SPHE/RSE and Physical Education. When 
an evaluation of the implementation of RSE was conducted in 2007 it stated that the low status 
of SPHE emerged as a significant negative influence on schools (Maynock et al.) and the 
suggestion that the time allocation for wellbeing would be increased in a reviewed curriculum 
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has been widely welcomed by INTO members who feel the scope of this subject necessitates more 
than the current weekly provision of 30 minutes. 

Separately, a review of SPHE/RSE has been conducted by the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) and the INTO is represented on the Development Group (which is preparing 
a toolkit of teaching materials to be made available later this year). One key priority for teachers 
is an updated curriculum focusing on the important learning needed to navigate growing up in 
the world today. Reflecting the increased influence of technology and the digital world on the 
lives of young people, safe internet usage and the issue of cyber-bullying will be a critical 
component in a redeveloped SPHE curriculum. It is imperative that a revised curriculum is 
accompanied by comprehensive guidance and professional development for teachers to deal with 
issues that arise in our modern society including bullying and the impact of negative experiences 
on pupils’ mental wellbeing.  

The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated stress and anxiety among young children and during 
periods of school closure some pupils regressed not only in their learning on an academic level, 
but also on a social and emotional development. Curriculum guidance published by the 
Department of Education upon the reopening of schools in September 2020, advised that 
wellbeing be prioritised, with all schools encouraged to “Slow down to catch up”. Teachers 
recognise the impact that the trauma of the pandemic has had (and continues) to have on pupils’ 
wellbeing and note the inevitable demand for increased resources for primary school teachers to 
adequately support children’s mental health in the months and years ahead.  

Given the prevalence of mental health issues among young people and the increase of incidences 
of challenging behaviour in schools, the INTO welcomes the forthcoming publication of guidelines 
for teachers. The need for a multi-disciplinary and inter-agency approach to supporting pupils 
who present with difficulties (for example, social or emotional difficulties that may lead to 
instances of bullying with an adverse effect on mental health should also be highlighted in the 
context of curriculum redevelopment). Research indicates that the key challenges to addressing 
mental-health needs include the shortage of mental-health professionals and the stigma 
associated with mental disorder (Patel, Vikram, et al., 2007). INTO proposes that consideration 
be given to the provision of an in-school model of mental health support service.  

Supports for pupils and teachers affected by bullying  

Bullying can adversely affect the mental health of the individual being bullied. It is recognised 
that those involved in bullying behaviour may be suffering from their own issues including self-
esteem. Vulnerable pupils who are often considered easy targets by peers require adequate 
support. The Anti-Bullying procedures require that there is a programme of support for both 
pupils who have been bullied and for those involved in bullying behaviour to be in place. The 
procedures make reference to learning strategies to increase self-worth and also to the provision 



  
 

 9 

of counselling. However, there is a distinct lack of resources to support pupils and schools to 
assist in mental health in terms of building resilience and increasing feelings of self-worth. In 
order to implement learning strategies for pupils targeted supports and resources need to be put 
in place. In that regard the INTO submits that additional middle management posts and additional 
resources must be provided for that purpose. In addition, teachers need access to good quality 
professional development in pupil wellbeing with specific training in educating to prevent LGBT+ 
based bullying and racist bullying. Given the potential for children to experience trauma as a 
result of persistent bullying, consideration should be given to developing trauma informed 
practices at a whole school level and at an individual class level. The INTO also submits that 
outside supports including NEPS, CAMHS and other appropriate agencies must be enhanced for 
this particular purpose including investment in specialised supports for minority groups such as 
LGBT+ children, Traveller children and children of black and minority ethnic children.  
Consideration should also be given to introducing counselling services for pupils in schools. As 
already stated in the previous paragraph the INTO submits that consideration be given to the 
provision of an in-school model of mental health support service for those who have experienced 
bullying. In-school support services have many benefits including an increase in attendance, a 
decrease in stigmatisation and improved cross-agency collaboration between teachers and other 
professionals. Consideration should also be given to subsuming the various external supports for 
mental health and wellbeing under one umbrella service such as the Inclusion Support Service 
(ISS). Furthermore, we submit that considerable investment is required overall in mental health 
services for young people right around the country. 

 
Adult bullying 

Most schools have a Dignity at Work policy in place. Teachers are often subject to inappropriate 
behaviour from school management, colleagues, pupils and parents. This behaviour can be in the 
form of words, gestures and publication on social media sites. In some cases, this behaviour 
targets a teacher’s LGBT+ identity or their race. Such behaviour can be upsetting to teachers and 
have a negative impact on them. There are internal procedures to deal with such matters when 
they arise. However, in light of the recent publication by the HSA Code of Practice on the 
Prevention and Resolution at Work, there is a requirement for the updating of these procedures. 
The INTO submits that for preventive measures to be put in schools funding should be made 
available for professional development and training about dignity in the workplace. In addition 
to support teachers who have been affected, the INTO submits that there must be we an increase 
in the number of counselling sessions being provided by the Employee Assistance Service.  There 
should also be the provision for support and initiatives at school level. The coaching programmes 
available to school leaders should be adapted and made available to all teachers as part of a 
comprehensive professional development support service. The INTO submits that any future 
Student and Parent Charter must include the right of teachers to be treated with dignity and 
respect in their workplaces by parents.  A Teachers’ Charter should also be developed. 
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Parent/Guardian concerns about bullying 

The culture of the Irish primary school system is one of open engagement with parents/guardians 
and the school community. In this context, it has always been the case that schools foster an open-
door policy in their dealings with parents/guardians and that they are encouraged and welcome 
to raise their concerns including any concerns about bullying with teachers as they arise. It is 
important that any such concerns are raised sooner rather than later. Pre Covid-19 teachers 
usually would have met face-to-face with parents/guardians informally in the morning before 
school and/or after school. There are also the regular parent/teacher meetings. In addition, 
parents/guardians are always welcome to come to primary schools by appointment, either 
during school hours or often at times immediately before or after school. In the current climate 
schools have alternative arrangements in place for parents/guardians to raise any issues or 
concerns. These interactions provide for parents to raise any concerns they may have regarding 
bullying issues relating to their children and for teachers to be made aware of them at the earliest 
opportunity so that they may be addressed. In that regard, the INTO is not opposed to formalising 
the terms of relations as currently exist at local level and in that regard the INTO submits that for 
any proposed or potential Student and Parent Charter to become meaningful and effective in 
practical terms, principles and procedures must be negotiated and agreed centrally, and adequate 
supports, resources and professional development and training must be provided. 

 
Recommendations  
 
The INTO would like to summarise its recommendations to the Committee: 

• That a longitudinal empirical Irish study be undertaken in relation to the topic School 
Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health with pupils and school staff including teachers; 
 

• Smaller class sizes to effectively support the holistic development of all children and to 
support pupils who experienced bullying; 
 

• A review and updating of the Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary 
Schools; 
 

• Leadership and management time, secretarial support, a reduction in paperwork and 
bureaucracy, the restoration of middle management posts is required for Principal 
teachers and in particular Teaching Principals; 
 

• That sufficient up-to-date professional development, supports and resources, including 
appropriate professional advice is provided by the DE to principals, school staffs and 
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boards of management in Anti-Bullying procedures and guidelines including specific 
training in educating to prevent LGBT+ based bullying and racist bullying; 
 

• The current SPHE curriculum needs to be reviewed to ensure it meets the current needs 
of all pupils. The revised Primary School; Curriculum should place more emphasis on 
pupil wellbeing, drawing on the Department of Education’s Wellbeing Framework for 
policy and practice; 
 

• All teachers should have access to continuing professional development throughout their 
careers on wellbeing, SPHE, Stay Safe and anti-bullying. In addition, any revised SPHE 
curriculum should be accompanied by comprehensive guidance and professional 
development for teachers; 
 

• All pupils should have an opportunity at some stage during their primary school years to 
become involved in programmes that support their wellbeing. In that regard, there should 
be quality investment in pupil wellbeing; 
 

• There should be increased resources for teachers to adequately support pupils’ mental 
health, social development and wellbeing due to the adverse impact of Covid-19;  
 

 
• There needs to be a multi-disciplinary and inter-agency approach to dealing with pupils 

who present with difficulties e.g. social or emotional difficulties. It should not be left to 
the school and indeed teachers to solve all problems; 
 

 
• That consideration should be given to the provision of an in-school model of mental health 

support service for those who have experienced bullying; 
 

• That there should be considerable investment in mental health services such as CAMHS; 
 

• That there should be funding for preventative measures and enhanced support services 
for teachers as employees in their workplaces; 
 

• Teachers need to undertake continuous professional development in order to keep 
abreast of the latest developments in education and the increasing demands of the 21st 
century classroom. Schools need to promote and support CPD among their staff.  
Adequate funding must be available to support teacher CPD; 
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• That any future Student and Parent charter must be negotiated and agreed centrally, and 
must include the right to teachers’ dignity at work. A Teachers’ Charter should also be 
developed. 

 
Conclusion 

In conclusion, the INTO recognises the impact that school bullying can have on mental health for 
both teachers and pupils and as a stakeholder is committed to tackling same. We remain 
committed and endeavour to provide as much support and assistance to schools as possible. We 
call for further supports at national level or on a national basis by the DES or any state agency. 

We again thank the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, 
Innovation and Science for the opportunity to make this submission on the topic of school 
bullying and the impact on mental health. 

 

On behalf of the INTO 

18th February, 2021 
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Introduction  

Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) welcomes the invitation by the Joint 

Oireachtas Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science to contribute to the Committee’s examination on “School Bullying and The 

Impact on Mental Health”. 

Education and Training Boards (ETBs), statutorily established on 1 July 2013, have 

responsibility for education and training, youth work and a range of other statutory functions. 

As of February 2021, ETBs are patrons of a twenty-seven Community National Schools (CNS), 

and one third of all second level schools in Ireland providing quality multi-denominational 

second level education to over 100,000 students.  

 

1. Background  

As patrons of multidenominational and co-educational schools at both primary and post-

primary level, ETBs pride themselves on welcoming and catering for students from diverse 

backgrounds. All ETB schools, as state schools, are firmly rooted in their local communities 

with an ethos underpinned by the core values of:  

• Excellence in Education  

• Care 

• Respect 

• Equality  

• Community 

ETB schools aim to provide quality learning and teaching environments that are inclusive, 

learner-centred, and holistic, and endeavour to support all students reach their full-potential. 

Central to this philosophy is full access and engagement with the curriculum using approaches 

and methodologies that ensure optimum outcomes for young people. In addition to their 

academic needs, the modern school community endeavours to support students in dealing 

with a range of challenges often resulting in disengagement with the learning process, for 

example mental health issues. 

2021/91(ii) 
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2. Context  

It has been well established within research that there exists a vast range of negative impacts 

and consequences for those involved in bullying for those who bully others, those who are 

bullied and those who bully and are bullied1. Bullying affects young people’s character, 

emotional wellbeing, and mental health. In addition, the relationship between bullying and 

mental health is further challenged by the reality that some young people are bullied because 

of their mental health issues and some develop mental health issues because of being bullied. 

Schools under the patronage of Education and Training Boards, at both Primary and Post 

Primary level, establish and operate their policy and practice of anti-bullying procedures as 

directed by Department of Education guidelines and circulars.  The Anti-Bullying Policy is 

aligned to the school Code of Behaviour and linked to relevant school policies e.g. Acceptable 

Use Policy governing the use of internet in the school.  Procedures are further supported by 

engaging with and implementing activities outlined in supplementary resources and materials 

provided by various support agencies e.g. National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 

Professional Development Service for Teachers.   

While ETBI acknowledges the value of these policy documents and their aligned supporting 

and reporting procedures, it is also important to note, and respect, that each schools’ culture 

is different. Responsibility for tackling bullying begins at school level and the ETB core values, 

outlined at the beginning of this submission lay the foundation for a responsive approach at 

individual, collective and community level.  

A key principle of preventing bullying is a school culture and climate that is positive and 

welcoming of difference and diversity, based on inclusivity and founded on the core values of 

Care, Respect and Equality.  

Bullying can take many forms and while all bullying needs to be addressed, the issue of 

cyberbullying has come to the fore particularly during the past year Students have occupied 

and engaged with the online space for far longer periods, due to school closures aligned to 

COVID-19. While this online space is beneficial in maintaining connections and continuity of 

learning, it also provides a platform for some negative experiences.  

 

3.  ETBI/ETB Specific Supports 

National Level Engagement   

In acknowledging the driving force behind a preventative approach to bullying, ETBI and 

ETBs have engaged with and developed sector specific supports at national level. Models of 

practice which demonstrate and embrace diversity of engagement include: 

• Goodness Me, Goodness You! (GMGY)  

At primary level, our Community National Schools (CNS) implement the Goodness Me, 

Goodness You! (GMGY) programme, which underpins the policy of the CNS model to 

 
1 National Anti-Bully Research and Resource Century, Dublin City University 
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respect, celebrate and recognise diversity in all areas of human life. The GMGY Curriculum 

supports students’ “psychological and emotional wellbeing and a positive outlook”. 

 

• Instructional Leadership Programme – Learner Voice 

Facilitating learner voice assists in supporting student wellbeing by alleviating the 

concerns students may encounter in the learning process. ETBI through the Instructional 

Leadership Programme, in partnership with NCCA, is piloting a programme with 39 post-

primary schools, including ETB, ACCS and Voluntary Secondary schools, to support 

schools in facilitating the voice of the learner.  

 

• Irish Second Level Students Union (ISSU) 

Supporting student voice at a National Level, ETBI and the ETB Directors of Schools have 

engaged with representatives of ISSU to explore opportunities to meet with regional 

representatives on a bi-annual basis to engage in conversation on items of importance for 

the student population in the schools under our remit. 

  

• BeLongTo – Safe and Supportive Schools 

Commencing in November 2020, 21 ETB schools have partnered with BeLongTo to engage 

in the next phase of their LGBTI+ Safe and Supportive Schools (SASS) Project. The Project 

was established to develop and test a Whole School Community Model designed to create 

schools that are fully inclusive of LGBTI+ young people.  

 

School Level Engagement 

At individual school level, policy frameworks are supported by in-school practice at formal, 

non-formal and extracurricular level. Specific elements of programmes such as Transition 

Year and Leaving Certificate Applied as well as subject syllabi in Civic Social and Political 

Education and Social Personal and Health Education, provide a formal space for teaching and 

learning about issues of bullying and mental health.  

These formal experiences are reinforced through additional interactions at individual and 

whole school level.  Involving all members of the school community in a whole school strategy 

has been found to have the most impact on improved mental health. This collective approach 

also enhances the possibility of each student encountering the ‘one good adult, who can guide 

and support a young person at a vulnerable time’2  

Following a survey of our schools in the early part of lockdown in 2020, it was noted that the 

school Guidance Counsellor proved in many instances to be that ‘one good adult’, as a main 

source of support in terms of student wellbeing and pastoral care during these school closures. 

Some examples of current practice at local level in the ETB sector include:  

• Student Support Team 

 
2 Wellbeing Policy Framework and Statement of Practice 2018 – 2023 (Government of Ireland) p. 15 
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Ensuring that all policies and procedures in relation to Anti-bullying are regularly 

reviewed and communicated to staff and students. 

• Wellbeing Provision Mapping 

Highlighting areas for engagement across the formal and non-formal curriculum  

• Extra-Curricular, Cross Curricular & Community Links 

Provides students with opportunities to develop a positive sense of self-worth. 

• Supports for Parents/Guardians 

Valuing the contribution parents make to the school and including them in any bullying 

training.  

• Empathy Education Programme 

Activating Social Empathy is an interactive, student-focused, social and emotional 

learning programme, which was developed by Dr Ciara Boylan and Professor Pat Dolan in 

2017 as a resource tool for post-primary schools.  

• Pieta House Resilience Academy 

The Resilience Academy is a six-week programme for second year students aimed at 

equipping students with emotional resilience tools. 

• Working Things Out Programme 

A practical CBT programme that equips young people with the right skills to cope 

positively and to overcome mental health problems. 

• ETB - Working Committee  

Encompassing mental health and wellbeing support services available across a 

county/ETB along with school and ETB personnel. 

• Restorative Justice Approach 

Augmentation of authentic student voice across the scheme, which involves the inclusion 

of the voice of Student Councils at BOM level in schools and updates from representatives 

of the Student Forum at ETB Board meetings. 

 

4. Recommendations  

ETBI commends the range of Department of Education and associated sector supports 

available for use in our schools. We would also like to propose the following recommendations:  

• We note the recent commencement of Coco’s Law (The Harassments, Harmful 

Communications and Related Offences Bill) and establishment of the research observatory 

on cyberbullying. We recommended the timely development of school-based resources 

aligned to this research, as our students now spend a greater proportion of their time in 

the digital space. 

 

• The continued development of and funding for Continuous Professional Development 

(CPD) on bullying and mental health issues, which acknowledges a multi-part, 

preventative and whole school approach, inclusive of the broader school community 

including parents/guardians.  

 

• We would welcome an element of focus and training on Principal, Deputy Principal and 

Teacher Wellbeing CPD, whose own resilience and positive mental health is vital in 
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preparing a foundation for engagement with issues surrounding student bullying and any 

potential mental health concerns.  

 

• The development of a ‘Roadmap of Supports’ which would guide schools towards 

efficiently accessing resources and organisations who can equip them in mediating the 

social and cultural changes occurring in our classrooms and schools.   

 

 

5. Conclusion  

It can be difficult to identify when students in our care are involved in bullying, whether as the 

person being bullied, the perpetrator, or both, and there are many ways that a young person 

can be affected both within and outside the school setting. Supporting students through the 

aligned mental health challenges that may affect those students is a priority for all partners in 

the ETB sector.  

While we have outlined in this submission the many formal policy and educational resources 

which schools draw on to formulate engagement and action, we do not underestimate the 

importance of the human dimension of social support as a vital coping mechanism for our 

young people.  

Through our current transitions between the live and online space, it remains evident that 

interaction with and support from ‘one or more good adults’ continues to be influential. It is 

our hope that future engagement and investment on these issues of bullying and subsequent 

impact on mental health, continues to value and promote that human element.    

  

 



 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
           17th February 2021 
Ms Tara Kelly 

Clerk to the Committee 

Leinster House 

Dublin 2 

D02 XR20 

            

 

Dear Ms. Kelly,  

 

We write as the primary management education partners, representing the primary level 

management bodies (listed below), in response to your invitation, on behalf of the Joint Committee, 

to make a written submission on the topic of ‘school bullying and the impact on mental health’.  

 

We as management bodies commend the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education for their focus 

on two important issues, that is bullying and mental health. As management bodies we are fully 

supportive of comprehensive measures to support school boards carry out their responsibilities in 

these areas.  

  

Whilst fully supporting a focus on these important areas, we as management bodies are in 

agreement that now is not the right time to engage with our members on these issues and therefore 

we have taken the position not to consult with them in order to prepare this submission. Schools are 

rightly focused on the demands of this pandemic - providing distance learning to students; planning 

for the safe reopening; organising for schools and classrooms to be safe places for all. Issues such as 

bullying and mental health deserve focused and considered attention, we do not believe it to be 

possible for that quality of attention to be provided at this time.  

  

That said, the schools that we represent are committed to preventing and tackling bullying in school 

and cyberbullying online. There are a range of resources and supports in place to assist schools in 

this regard, including the website www.tacklebullying.ie which is funded by the Department of 

Education. In addition, schools must implement the Anti-bullying procedures for schools which is 

available to view at  www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Bullying/Anti-Bullying-

Procedures-in-Schools.html. All schools are required to have their own anti-bullying policy which 

both implements the anti-bullying procedures and sets out the strategy for combatting bullying in 

the school.  

 

Expert research-led work on the impact of anti-bullying strategies in schools is undertaken by the 

National Anti-bullying Centre, DCU. Members of the Joint Committee may find the views of experts 

at the National Anti-bullying Centre, DCU of specific assistance to the deliberations of the Joint 

Committee on this topic. Further information on the work of the National Anti-bullying Centre can 

be found at: www.antibullyingcentre.ie UCD also carries out research and training into online safety 

and their work can be accessed at https://zeeko.ie/ while Webwise at https://www.webwise.ie/ has 

resources for parents, students and teacher.  

 

CPD for teachers is provided by the Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST) and can 

be viewed here: www.pdst.ie/primary/antibullying in relation to mental health, the Joint Committee 

will be aware of the Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (relaunched in 2019 

by Joe McHugh, TD., as Minister for Education and Skills). This document does more than simply 

lay out a high level strategy on well-being and mental health for schools. It links the practice of well-

being with requirements for school self-evaluation (SSE) to seek to ensure that schools are 

environments where “children, young people and staff experience a sense of belonging and feel safe, 

connected and supported”. The document sets out a timeframe for the full implementation of well-

being as part of the SSE to be achieved by 2023.  
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A further target that we would be pleased for the committee to make a recommendation on relates 

to the Department of Education Anti-Bullying Guidelines published in 2013. We recommend that 

plans be put in place to review the implementation of these guidelines, including the importance of  

education and training, awareness raising and increased dialogue with students, parents and 

schools, in all schools before the 10th anniversary of this publication in 2023. 

 

Mental health promotion in schools also occurs through the teaching of the Social, Political and 

Health Education (SPHE). Anti-bullying is also part of the SPHE programme in all schools. PDST 

provides cpd for teachers in SPHE on an on-going basis. Members of the Joint Committee may be 

familiar with the ‘Walk Tall’ curriculum which is delivered in primary schools as part of the SPHE 

programme. The ‘Walk Tall’ curriculum approaches the area of good mental health and good 

relationships with all classes and specifically with fourth class upwards and is designed to be on a 

continuum into post-primary level.  

 

The Joint Committee may wish to view the SPHE curriculum and the CPD programme provided by 

PDST for SPHE at the following link: www.pdst.ie/SPHE-strands.  

A review of the documents and online publications outlined in this letter should give members of 

the Joint Committee a useful preliminary overview of the how tackling bullying is approached and 

achieved in schools and on the strategies in place to ensure the promotion of good mental health 

among children and young people.  

 

Each of our organisations have organisational links with further research bodies who have carried 

out research on the areas of anti-bullying in school, mental health, well-being and the various 

combinations of topics that arise for researchers in those fields of enquiry. Should the Joint 

Committee find it useful, we are available to liaise with you and the chair of the Joint Committee to 

identify and source expert advice that may assist the Joint Committee in its deliberations.  

 

We look forward to hearing from you further.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 
 

 
  
 

 
 

 

Seamus Mulconry               Caoimhín Ó hEaghra        Ken Fennelly         Emer Nowlan 
General Secretary            General Secretary                       Secretary General                       CEO 

  
 
 
 
 
 
                             Noeline Kavanagh           Asiya Altawash 

                  Acting Sec General           Chairperson 

http://www.pdst.ie/SPHE-strands


 

 

  

 

 

School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health 

Submission Paper from Jim Ryan, Assistant National Director, HSE Community 

Operations-Mental Health 

 

1.0 Introduction 

 

As a statutory provider of secondary and tertiary mental health services, the HSE’s Community 

Operations - Mental Health office is acutely aware of the potential consequences that school bullying 

can have on a young person’s wellbeing and that if left unchecked, it has the potential to manifest into 

something much more serious. 

 

Community Operations-Mental Health is primarily tasked with providing mental health services at the 

secondary and tertiary level.  In addition, we fund and work in partnership with a number of NGO’s to 

provide services on our behalf at the primary care level.  Health care is provided in a tiered model 

which is described below and shown in figure 1.  For the most part, many young people who 

experience bullying and who are experiencing mental health problems as a result can access support 

services provided by NGO’s or at Primary Care level through their GP.  In addition when bullying issues 

occur in a school context teachers, school counsellors and educational psychologists (NEPS) are well 

placed to provide appropriate supports. In exceptional circumstances, referrals to CAMHS can be 

made where moderate to severe mental health presentations occur and these referrals are usually 

made with input from GPs. 

 

2.0 Background to CAMHS 

 

A broad range of services support the mental health of children and adolescents.  The term CAMHS or 

Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services is applied very specifically to services that provide 

specialist mental health treatment and care to young people up to 18 years of age through a 

multidisciplinary team approach.  It is the function of CAMHS to provide a specialist mental health 

service to those young people who have moderate to severe mental health disorders.   

CAMHS is only one part of a larger health system that addresses the health and wellbeing of young 

people.  Like any ‘whole system’ CAMHS is reliant on other parts of the system to work in order for it 

to function properly.  The ‘whole system’ includes services at Primary, Secondary and Tertiary care 

levels.  CAMHS, as a specialist service, sits within the secondary and tertiary care levels.   
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Examples of Primary Care services include: 

 General Practitioners.  

 Community Psychology Services. 

 Primary Care Speech and Language Therapists. 

 Community Occupational Therapists. 

 Public Health Nurses. 

 Primary Care Social Workers. 

 Public Health Doctors. 

 Early intervention and school age services for children with developmental delays and 
disabilities. 

 

3.0 Tiered Model of Care 

Primary Care Services: Primary care services are usually the first point of contact when problems start 

to show, and they provide a first line of response. Mild to moderate mental health difficulties are 

typically seen by primary care services.  These cases are not usually associated with significant risk of 

harm unless there is a rapid deterioration or a crisis occurs.  Community Psychology provides services 

to those with mild to moderate  presentations. An important role of primary care services is also to 

identify when a child or young person needs more specialist mental health care and to initiate such 

referral usually through the child’s GP. 

  



 

 

  

 

 

Secondary Services:  This is the first line of specialist services and as shown above consists mainly of 

community based services delivered by different clinical members of the Community CAMHS team, 

under the clinical leadership of a Consultant Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist. A typical community 

based CAMHS team should include medical staff, two psychologists, two social workers, two nurses, a 

speech and language therapist, an occupational therapist and a child care worker. The assessment and 

intervention provided by such a team is determined by the nature, severity and complexity of the 

presenting problem(s) in collaboration with the child/young person and their family.   The multi-

disciplinary composition of the team is required in order to incorporate the range of skills necessary to 

address the clinical management of the varied and complex clinical problems presented.  Community 

CAMHS teams must also work closely with other agencies present in the child’s/young person’s life. 

Tertiary Services:  This comprises of intensive community based care and in-patient care through the 

provision of specialist mental health in-patient beds.  Tertiary services provide specialist mental health 

services for those children and adolescents who have complex and severe mental health problems, 

and/or who are at high risk of harm. 

 

4.0 Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 

 

As described above, CAMHS is a specialist clinical service for people under 18 with moderate to severe 

mental health difficulties that affect their thoughts, feelings and behaviours every day.  It is not for 

everyone; only a small percentage of the population would require access to this service. Some 

conditions treated in CAMHS include moderate to severe depression, anxiety, eating disorders and 

self-harm.  It is a secondary service for young people and usually requires a referral from a Primary 

Care professional like a GP.  There are 72 CAMHS teams in place across Ireland. The vast majority of 

interventions in CAMHS occur in a community setting and this is in keeping with a Vision for Change 

and Sláintecare recommendations. 

 

The CAMHS teams meet every week to review all referrals. There are two types of referral to CAMHS; 

an urgent referral and a routine referral. Every effort is made to prioritise urgent referrals so that 

young people with high risk presentations are seen as soon as possible and this is often within 24 to 48 

hours. This may impact on wait times for cases that are considered, by a clinician, to be less severe. 

CAMHS teams meet to consider referrals every week.  

 

https://scanner.topsec.com/?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww2.hse.ie%2Fwellbeing%2Fmental-health%2Fchild-and-adolescent-mental-health-services%2Fintroduction-to-camhs.html&d=1823&t=a49447785d7e34e8ecf83f924a655adab728ba3b


 

 

  

 

 

For the most part, many young people who are experiencing bullying in school do not present 

symptoms that need the interventions of specialised CAMHS teams as described above.  Young people 

with mild to moderate mental health difficulties can access support at Primary Care level either 

through the HSE or through a range of other organisations fully or partially funded by the HSE. 

Organisations that provide education and other support/clinical interventions at primary care level for 

young people and their families include; 

 

 Jigsaw who are funded by the HSE to provide early intervention mental health services which 

focus on the needs of 12-25 year olds. Staffed by fully-trained professionals across a number of 

disciplines, Jigsaw provide a range of community based mental health services for young 

people experiencing mild to moderate mental health difficulties. During the pandemic they 

adapted their service models to ensure continuity of support by delivering therapeutic 

interventions by phone and online. 

 Text 50808, funded by the HSE, was formally launched in June 2020. The service provides 

immediate support for people going through mental health or emotional crisis. By the end of 

the year the service was providing over 5,000 ‘conversations’ per month to support people of 

all ages. 

 The HSE also support online counselling providers MyMind.org and Turn2Me who provide 

counselling and psychotherapy to young people. 

 SpunOut.ie provide articles and information for young people on many different topics 

including mental health on their website  spunout.ie. 

 Pieta House provide Telephone and text-based support counselling for people who are suicidal 
or engaging in self-harm. Freephone 1800 247 247every day 24 hours a day. Text HELP to 
51444 - standard message rates apply. 

 MindOut2 is a social and emotional wellbeing programme for Senior Cycle students. Resources 

and training information are provided through HSE Health & Wellbeing 
https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/healthwellbeing/hse-education-programme/training-and-resources-for-post-

primary-school-teachers/mental-health-training-and-resources-for-post-primary-school-teachers.html 

 Zippy’s Friends is programme for teaching coping and social skills to 5-7 year olds 

https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/healthwellbeing/hse-education-programme/ 

 

https://scanner.topsec.com/?d=1820&u=MyMind.org&t=7b2c4f87f6f0a01762d8ae9aada9259e136c21cd
https://scanner.topsec.com/?d=1820&u=SpunOut.ie&t=428f126719ef79c2e6105a0e3e9e12a732da0de5
https://scanner.topsec.com/?d=1820&u=spunout.ie&t=fdd625fef8d74f2ce5f77556e53e2daf37cb55e1
https://scanner.topsec.com/?d=1820&u=tel%3A1800247247&t=b01f67e436df194c7f4dcff304bc220bbeae6262
https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/healthwellbeing/hse-education-programme/training-and-resources-for-post-primary-school-teachers/mental-health-training-and-resources-for-post-primary-school-teachers.html
https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/healthwellbeing/hse-education-programme/training-and-resources-for-post-primary-school-teachers/mental-health-training-and-resources-for-post-primary-school-teachers.html
https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/healthwellbeing/hse-education-programme/


 

 

  

 

 

Figure 1:  Care Model for Primary, Secondary and Tertiary Mental Health Services 
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Introduction 

        Action Plan on Bullying 

Report of the Anti-Bullying Working Group to the Minister for Education and 

skills January 2013. 

What is bullying? 

Bullying is defined in the Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-

Primary Schools as “unwanted negative behaviour, verbal, psychological or 

physical conducted by an individual or group against another person (or 

persons) and which is repeated over time”. 

Who is responsible for dealing with bullying in schools? 

The individual school is responsible for tackling bullying in schools. New Anti-

Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary schools were published in 

September 2013.  These procedures apply to all recognised primary and post-

primary schools and to centres for education (as defined in the Education Act 

1998) which are attended by pupils under the age of 18 years. School authorities 

and school personnel are required to adhere to these procedures in dealing with 

allegations and incidents of bullying. 

Key Findings and Recommendations of this report 

• The working group recommends that the definition of bullying in the new 

national procedures for schools should include a specific reference to the 

following forms and methods of bullying: 

• Deliberate exclusion, malicious gossip and other forms of relational 

bullying, 

• Cyber bullying, 

• Sexual bullying and 

• Identity based bullying (specifically including homophobic bullying, 

transphobic bullying, racist bullying and bullying of those with disabilities or 

special educational needs). 

• All grounds of harassment under the Equal Status Acts should be listed in anti-

bullying policies (gender (including transgender), civil status, family status, 
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sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race and membership of the 

Traveller community). 

• Bullying should be considered as part of a continuum of behaviour rather than 

a standalone issue and in some cases behaviour may escalate beyond what can 

be described as bullying to serious physical or sexual assault or harassment. 

• In that context, as part of their Code of Behaviour, schools need to be prepared 

to respond appropriately to once off incidents, including the misuse of social 

media. 

Responses to bullying in schools - this section summarises some international 

research on school based initiatives to prevent and tackle bullying and the 

working group identifies a number of key principles that it recommends should 

underpin a school – based approach: 

• A positive school culture and climate; 

• School-wide approach; 

• Effective Leadership; 

• A shared understanding of what bullying is and its impact; 

• Anti-bullying policies; 

• Consistent recording of reported bullying behaviour; 

• Education and Training; 

• Prevention strategies including awareness rising; 

• Established evidence-based intervention strategies. 

The working group also highlights a number of immediate actions schools 

can take to prevent and tackle bullying. 

• This is not a problem schools can solve alone – in this section the working 

group highlights the fact that bullying is a complex social issue and can occur in 

many different settings including in the home, in wider family and social groups 

and during sporting and youth club activities. The working group highlights in 

particular: 



4 
 

• The role of parents and other adults in particular and we have identified 

some key actions and attitudes that adults and parents need to have to 

help prevent and tackle bullying; 

• The need for children to have positive early childhood experiences; 

• The valuable impact that out of school activities such as sport, youth 

clubs and the arts can have in developing children and young people’s life 

skills, self-esteem, confidence and resilience as well as providing 

opportunities to make new friends; 

• The role of industry in relation to cyber bullying; and 

• The role of the media in relation to the reporting of bullying and suicide 

incidents involving children and young people. 

Observation 

This is just a few highlights of an in depth exploration in 2013 of Bullying in 

our schools. Yet eight years later we haven’t removed the menace of 

Bullying in our schools. So how does Bullying impact on mental health? 

Bullying can have a massive effect on the psychological health of children of all 

ages. Lots of problems later in life can come from bullying in school, and 

bullying can severely impact young people’s interest in activities they 

may have once been passionate about.  

Common complaints of parents when their child is being bullied are; 

1. Stress /anxiety 

2. Reduced ability to Concentrate 

3. Lack of Motivation or Energy/ withdrawing from activities (inside and 

outside of school) 

4. Poor or Deteriorating School Work 

5. Anxiety about going to school / school refusal 

6. Loss of confidence and self esteem 

7. Lack of appetite/comfort eating 

8. Alcohol, Drug or substance Abuse 
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9. Aggressive Behaviour (out of character) 

10. Depression 

11. Problems with sleeping, nightmare, bedwetting, sweats 

12. Stomach & Bowel Disorders 

13. Panic Attacks 

14. Nervous Breakdown 

15. Attempted Suicide 

‘There is a growing body of research which indicates that individuals, whether 

child or adult, who are persistently subjected to abusive behaviour are at 

risk of stress related illness which can sometimes lead to suicide.’ 

Mona O‘Moore, Anti-Bullying Centre, Trinity College Dublin (visit 

ww.abc.tcd.ie) 

It is apparent that Bullying is a recognised problem within our Irish School 

System and there is lots of evidence to show the affect it has on young people 

and the lasting impact it has on an individual’s life. 

 

All Behaviour makes sense 

If we don’t get beneath the stand of the behaviour of bullying then nothing 

changes. 

Starting Point 

The starting point in working with young people is that children and adolescents 

go through the very same human processes as do adults. In fact, whatever 

difficulties emerge in adult life, have their origins in early childhood. As the 

saying goes “the child is father to the man”, or in other words, our child 

experiences are in the present - there is continuity of experience. 
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Vision in Working with Young People 

The ultimate aim of co-creational relationship mentoring is the same for 

individuals of all ages: the relief of suffering through the conscious emergence 

of: 

• Self-sovereignty 

• Inhabiting one’s individuality 

• Self-reliance  

• Living from the inside-out 

• Realness; authenticity 

• Conscious loving responsiveness to distress, hurt, fear, suffering 

• Becoming one’s own unconditionally loving holding world 

• Joy in living 

• Open relating and communicating leading to joyous connection with 

others 

• A sense of wholeness, rightness in oneself 

While implementing this vision is greatly challenging for adults, the 

relationship mentoring approach recognises that it is, of course, particularly 

challenging for young people. 

Guiding Principles in Working with Young People 

The fundamental principles guiding relationship mentoring with young people 

include: 

• Recognition and acknowledgement of the reality that young people do 

suffer 

• Compassion for their suffering and mindful of how profound it can be 

• Acknowledgement, recognition and honouring of the fact that there is a 

“psycho-logic”  -there is wisdom and meaning and purpose -to any 

presenting troubling/troublesome behaviours exhibited by the young 
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person ( The perpetrator is every bit in need of support as the receiver of 

threatening behaviour. Both have similar self-esteem issues) 

• Being mindful of the risks involved for a young person in making 

changes in how they are in their relationships (it is often safer to be 

passive and not stop the bullying of another) 

• Being respectful of their always -present “knowing” of the state of play in 

their different holding worlds, even if this has to be kept at an 

unconscious level 

• Being mindful of the issues that are of particular significance at this stage 

of life 

• Enabling them become their own unconditionally loving holding world   

(self -esteem building) 

• Being mindful of the need for patience, taking it slowly, taking only the 

risks that are manageable for the young person (meet the young person 

where they are at) 

• The assurance of confidentiality: what gets shared in the mentoring 

relationship stays in the mentoring relationship 

• Being mindful of the need to safeguard the boundary around the 

relationship between the mentor and the young person: a relationship has 

only two people in it (confidential process) 

• Commitment to working with the young persons to translate their own 

particular metaphorical language (metaphor and symbolism help bring to 

consciousness what lies hidden) 

• Being prepared to act as advocate or champion for the young person if 

needed 

 

Creation of Psychological Safety 

The creation of Psychological safety for all members of the school community 

is what is needed in order that all members feel safe to express “themselves”
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The school community consists of different holding worlds as shown above and 

each individual needs to feel safe within their own world. A whole school 

approach is needed. Emotional and Psychological safety needs to be created 

for all of the school community. If I as an adult (parent or teacher) don’t feel 

safe and supported how can I offer that support to a young person in my care? 

Each individual needs to feel safe in all aspects of themselves physical, 

emotional, social, intellectual, behavioural, sexual and creative. As with adults, 

the nature of the holding worlds in which young people find themselves living 

has a major influence on the quality of their day-to-day lived experience and, 

accordingly, forms a major part of the exploration that mentor and young person 

carry out in the course of the mentoring relationship. In the case of children, 

parents, family -including siblings and grandparents and other significant 

relations - and teachers form the critical holding worlds, but with adolescence 

another holding world comes to play a very significant role in the life of the 

young person: the holding world of peer group.  

The effort for parents, and other significant adults in the young persons’ lives – 

including, for example, extended family, teachers and mentors – is to do their 

best to create the kind of relationship worlds that will allow the young people to 

be less fearful in giving conscious, open, real, authentic expression to each of 

the wonderful modes of expression available to the Self. In order to support 

young people when Bullying occurs means we support the offender and the 

person being offended against. We need to support both parties to explore and 

Principal and Teachers 

   Parents  Young people 

   Board of Management 

Emotional Wellbeing 

Psychological safety 
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reflect on their behaviour aggressive or passive. Only then can true change 

occur. 

Relationship mentors know that the adults (parents or teachers) can bring 

the young people in their care to that place of authentic expression of Self 

only to the extent that they have found their own inner safe haven. 

Accordingly, relationship mentors are mindful of the need to ensure safe 

holding is also available to the adults in relationship with the young person 

seeking their help. 

Summary 

I feel an approach in school environments which supports every member of that 

community is the answer to Bullying and the impact it has on the “lived 

experience of each young person”. Change can happen. If we adopted such an 

approach as described above in primary schools it wound enrich the lived 

experience of all involved and sow the seeds for greater psychological safety in 

secondary schools. It is all about relationships and communication and how this 

is modelled by the adults in charge of young people. This model that I am 

proposing is based on the work and approach of Relationship mentoring. 

Mentors have trained over a three year period with UCC to qualify with a 

Higher Diploma in Relationship Mentoring to work with adults of 18years and 

over and with adolescents in an educational setting. I am a tutor on this course. I 

also teach on the Masters programme –“Master of Arts in Psychotherapy of 

Relationship Mentoring” started in LIT.  This programme will provide mentors 

with the additional training necessary to work with children and adolescents on 

a one to one basis.  All Relationship mentors are accredited with the 

professional body IARM.  

IARM is the Professional Governing Body for Relationship Mentors in Ireland. 

It was established in 2012 however mentors have been trained in Relationship 

Mentoring for many years before this. 

Our organisation is relatively young and has grown over the years to a 

membership of about 100.  We now feel that we are in a position to present 

ourselves to government and relevant bodies as we feel that our mentors who 

have trained in the Co-Creational Relationship Mentoring approach are very 

well equipped to contribute to the National Conversation around psycho social 

emotional wellbeing in Ireland whether that be in the holding worlds of family, 
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schools, community, wider society or the workplace.  I refer you to 

WWW.IARM.ie where you will find further information around the courses and 

other services that Relationship mentors can offer. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read my submission. I personally have worked 

with many young people and their parents to enable that young person to 

empower his / herself in the face of threatening behaviour. I can see the 

wonderful growth in them when they find their voice and that knowing smile 

that appears. Give a young person who bullies or has experience of bullying a 

safe place to reflect on such behaviour empowers the individual. It brings to 

consciousness what they need to do for themselves. Change has to come from 

within. Such change gives the young person roots and wings to fly. Their self - 

confidence soars. The growth that occurs is very much evidence informed as 

witnessed daily in my practice and the practice of fellow Relationship mentors.. 

I would welcome the opportunity to share with you in person my experience of 

this approach and how it would benefit the school community in many aspects 

but in particular to effect change around Bullying to result in a safer 

environment for every individual. 

 

Mary Briody MSc. MA. 

marycbriody@gmail.com 

Co- creational Relationship Mentor, Child and Adolescent Psychotherapist, 

 Lecturer.  U.C.C., L.I.T. 

 

http://www.iarm.ie/
mailto:marycbriody@gmail.com
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“School Bullying and The Impact on Mental Health” 
 
"When educating the minds of our youth, we must not forget to educate their hearts." – 
Dalai Lama 
 

In 2014, all schools were required to review and develop their Anti bullying policy in line with 

new and comprehensive guidelines from the Department of Education. This is compulsory 

and has been signed off by the management of every school. Why then are we still discussing 

the effects of bullying in schools on children’s mental health, in 2021? The links between 

bullying and children’s mental health are often discussed and highlighted in the media. 

However, even though I am actively working and studying in this area, I am unable to find any 

research which supports this. Accepting that this is valid, I suggest that changing the culture 

of schools is necessary in order to tackle Bullying. Restorative Practices have been 

acknowledged by the Department of Education as a means of developing a positive culture.  

“A cornerstone in the prevention of bullying is a positive school culture and climate that is 

welcoming of difference and diversity and is based on inclusivity and respect” (DES, 2013; 

6.1). I want to outline how Restorative Practices when adapted by a school will provide 

this cornerstone and to propose the introduction of Restorative Practices into all schools 

in Ireland.   

Restorative Practices enable people to relate to each other in a caring, positive, respectful, 

honest and non-judgemental way and therefore, the school becomes an inclusive, safe and 

calm environment of trust, support and encouragement where each person’s dignity and 

contribution is celebrated.   

Through Restorative Practices, we learn skills of empathy and effective communication and 

to appreciate the effects our actions, behaviours and attitudes have on others. Each 

member of our school community, children, staff, parents and management will be given 

the support to develop into their best selves, realising their own potential. However,  

Restorative Practices will not only provide a framework for building relationships but also a  

framework which ensures every incident of wrong-doing, or bullying is dealt with in a  

supportive, inclusive, respectful to all and solution focused way that leads to healing for  

both victims and the wrong-doers. 

Restorative Practices have their roots in the practices of our ancestors in Celtic Ireland, The 

Maori people in New Zealand as well as The First Nation Americans. Albert Eglash (United 

States of America) first used the term “Restorative Justice” in 1977. Since then, they have 

been developed to supplement the justice system throughout the western world, mainly 

with young people. Variations were developed in different countries, for example, Family 

Group Conferencing in New Zealand and Victim Offender Reconciliation Programmes in the 

US. 

 It was found that responding to wrong-doing was not enough so Restorative practices, over 

the years, developed from looking at behaviours to looking at relationships. In the 1990’s 

Dorothy Vaandering (Canada) developed the concept of the “Relational Window” which 

looks at how our expectations “for being capable humans” and supports “for being lovable 

humans” contribute to our development. Kay Pranis (US) developed “Peace Building Circles” 

2021/95(ii)
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to build trust and relationships, for community development and planning. Margaret  

Thorsborne (Australia) and Belinda Hopkins (United Kingdom) developed and adapted 

many of the practices used in schools today.  These Restorative Practices build respectful 

relationships which help children’s self-esteem and confidence. They also ensure children 

value positive, respectful engagement with others.  

There has been a number of studies carried out which demonstrates the positive effects of 

Restorative Practices in schools. The following example is based on a process which was 

undertaken in Hull, UK: 

 Riverside School Discipline Data Spring 2007 — July 2008  

73.1% fewer classroom exclusions  

79.6% less pupil-to-pupil verbal abuse  

73.3% less pupil-to-staff verbal abuse  

57.1% less pupil-to-pupil physical abuse  

83.3% less internal supervision at break  

79.4% less lunchtime supervision  

94.6% fewer incidents referred to SLT/HT [Sen Leadership Team/Head Teacher]   

75.3% fewer pupils excluded from break  

 

Hull, UK: Toward a Restorative City  

By Laura Mirsky; E Forum 12th January 2009  

Restorative Practice is both proactive and reactive, building an emotionally literate 

community which deals with mistakes and wrongdoings in a restorative manner. In many 

ways, teachers already are restorative in our approach, especially in our dealings with 

children, ensuring each has a voice and is supported to reach their holistic potential and  

when there is an incident, it is dealt with fairly. However, Restorative Practices would ensure 

that all members of each school community are respected, treated fairly and valued as they 

reach their potential. They provide the framework to examine the values of our school 

communities; to learn how to express our feelings, turn taking and active listening in a non-

judgemental way. 

 This would be done through “Check In” and “Check Out” circles, which are based on the Kay 

Pranis’ model. All members of the class including the teacher and assistant in a circle, 

seated, with a centrepiece as a focus and connection. It is important because it creates a 

sense of equality and a space where each person can speak their own truth. Each person can 

be their authentic self, knowing that it will be respected. When in the circle, we 

acknowledge that we have shared ground and that we will honour differences. To this end, 

there is a talking piece, which is passed around the circle, ensuring that everyone has a 

chance of being heard once before anyone can speak twice. The space is created to let each 

person know that their voice matters. The “Check In” and “Check Out” circles are usually 

short, with a few prompts but is practiced every day. We also learn about relationships, 

friendships and examine our values of fairness, equality, inclusion, honesty and trust. 

Language is taught to children to help them name, identify and express feelings and to make 

doable requests. We practice empathy and active listening and making “I” statements when 

we feel we have been harmed. All of these processes fit into the Social, Personal and Health 



3 
 

 

Education (SPHE) programmes in our schools.  

When there is an incident of wrong-doing, the victim and the wrongdoer are brought 

together in a supportive environment to examine the harm in a non-judgemental process. 

Scripted questions are used to reflect on the harm, who has been affected and how the 

harm can be repaired.  

The Questions are: 

- What happened? 

- What were you thinking of at the time? 

- What have you thought about it since? 

- How could things have been done differently? 

- What do you think needs to happen next?  

                Tallaght West Childhood Development Initiative Ltd. 

At times, each person involved will need support and time to reflect on the incident and the 

harm done. These incidents may be dealt with in a number of ways from a restorative 

comment on the corridor, to an informal meeting, a circle or a formal conference. When 

allegations of bullying are made in school, a survey of the class concerned is conducted, if 

applicable and then the class or support teacher would convene a circle based on this. Due 

preparation for the meeting happens, so that the children have clarity about the situation 

and expectations. This sometimes involves a teacher spending time with individual pupils or 

parents exploring the issues involved and their consequences. The process would follow the 

procedures above, using scripted questions, with no child feeling judged or victimised. The 

children honour the circle with honesty and accountability. Empathy is built and very often 

the matter is solved during this meeting. In the unlikely event that serious harm has 

occurred, a formal conference, with due preparation and follow up, may be considered most 

appropriate. This would need a facilitator, a representative from the management and each 

participant having a supporter /parent; each person’s attendance is voluntary, and their 

honest and authentic contribution leads to a comprehension of the issues and level of harm. 

The wrong-doer develops empathy for the victims and is accountable for repairing the harm. 

The relationship and the status quo is restored with the support of the whole school 

community. 

The benefits for school communities are numerous:   

• Nurturing relationships are built between all stakeholders, with the holistic 
development of the children at its core.   

• School becomes a calm, safe environment where each member of the community 

feels their contribution is valued.   

• Because each stakeholder has a voice, they take responsibility for and contribute 
towards a positive ethos and development of the school.   

• Increased attendance.  

• Conflict gives way to cooperation therefore there is less disruption to class.  

 • When an incident occurs, there is a trusted framework, with scripted questions and a 

pathway to resolution, in place.   

• All affected by the incident have an opportunity to understand the full picture which 
leads to relationships and their own dignity being restored.  
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Personally, I have experienced these benefits in my former school.  

Restorative Practices reflects the aspirations of my former school, Scoil na Naomh Uilig, 

Rickardstown, Newbridge, Co. Kildare. It provides a framework of skills and practices and a 

philosophy which supports our work on a daily basis. As principal of a developing, very large 

fully inclusive school, I observed very little bullying because of the ethos and lived culture of 

the school. The well-being of the whole school community is nurtured daily in the school. Its 

motto is “In Scoil na Naomh Uilig, we are all equal, we learn together, we play together, we 

pray and we grow together, Uile le Chéile”.  Over the years, the school developed every 

policy with this in mind and constantly reviewed its practice as we strived to live up to it on 

a daily basis. To this end, in 2016, the Deputy Principal, Valerie Kavanagh and I attended the 

“Restorative Connections Conference” in Dundalk which led to the discovery of Restorative 

Practice. Our school has used an evolutionary model in developing the school’s restorative 

practices. Restorative Practices were researched and introduced to the whole staff by a 

highly motivated trainer in an introductory session. A small group of highly motivated 

teachers undertook in-depth training through a summer course and ran a pilot project in 

their classrooms over the following year. They shared their practice with any colleagues 

who were interested. The idea was introduced to the whole staff by this group at staff 

meetings. As time progressed the staff decided to teach the fundamentals of restorative 

practice to the children in a phased and age appropriate way, starting with emotional 

literacy. When an incident or conflict occurred, initially the question “What happened?” was 

asked and each party involved was given the opportunity to explain their story 

uninterrupted. At this stage, the whole staff received further input from a motivational 

speaker. With time, restorative practice has become a feature of every class in the school. 

The board of management funded a training course for all teachers as well as further 

training for a key group in facilitation skills. This group has provided training for new 

teachers as well as SNAs within the school. It was proposed to provide training for parents 

in the spring of 2020, however this was postponed due to restrictions as a result of the 

Covid  19 virus. Meanwhile a subcommittee within the staff has become the guiding team 

responsible for the development of RP within the school, with guidance from PDST, and 

further training for all staff. This initiative has been very successful in my school. 

In Scoil na Naomh Uilig, we use the “Check In” and “Check Out” circles described above 

every day in every classroom, with all the positive benefits described above. These circles 

are also used very effectively every September to proactively explore Bullying, in 

developmental, scripted lessons which culminate in each child signing up to an “Anti-

Bullying” pledge. This is reviewed at the beginning of every term.  Bullying awareness is 

taught and how to stop bullying is explored through problem solving circles. The values of 

trust, self-care, respect and empathy are explored. Cultural differences are celebrated and 

effective communication agreed. As a result, we have found that the culture of the school 

has continued to improve. All members of the school community communicate in an open, 

respectful way and the children have developed a sense of pride in the school, its 

environment and facilities. They enjoy the welcome they receive and welcome newcomers 

and visitors with a genuine smile and pride in their classroom. 

Over the past number of years, there have been allegations of bullying made in my former 
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school.  When this happens, a survey of the class concerned is conducted, if applicable, and 

then the class or support teacher would convene a circle based on this. Due preparation for 

the meeting happens, so that the children and parents have clarity about the situation. The 

process would follow the procedures above, using scripted questions, with no child or adult 

feeling judged or victimised. The participants honour the circle with honesty and 

accountability. Empathy was built and our experience was that very often the matter was 

solved during this meeting.  

 I am passionate about spreading the word about the benefits of Restorative Practices and 

encouraging this committee to promote its inclusion in every school’s SPHE (Primary) and 

CSP (Secondary) programmes. Using restorative practices have served my school well and 

has facilitated us in successfully addressing bullying issues in our community. The PDST has 

been supporting many schools using Restorative Practices through summer courses and “In 

School” support. Some community groups like CDI in Tallaght and Le Chéile Trust in Limerick, 

among others, are providing training and support for schools in their communities who are 

interested in using restorative practices.  

 I am aware that this is a big commitment for the Department of Education, however, we 

can build a restorative community one brick at a time. It could start with the children 

learning about their feelings and the emotional language required, during Social, Personal 

and Health Education (SPHE) programme. Also if there is conflict, we could all reduce 

negative outcomes by simply asking “What happened?”  

 

“The mandate I have received and for which I will speak with heart and head to implement 

over the next seven years had its four pillars - an inclusive citizenship, equality and 

participation and respect in a creative society creating an excellence in everything we Irish 

do”. Michael D Higgins 

 
Maybe Michael D was speaking about Restorative Practices? 
 
 
 
Noreen Duggan 
 
Rossnew,  
Green Rd., 
The Curragh, 
Co. Kildare. 
R56 FK50 
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School Bullying and Mental Health:  
Documented Links, Critical Issues and Pre/Intervention Strategies 

 

Shelley Hymel, University of British Columbia 
  

Invited Commentary to the Joint Committee on Education, Further & Higher Education,  
Research, Innovation and Science, Dublin, Ireland, February 2021 

 

Although school bullying has been around as long as anyone can remember, it is only in the past 50 years that it has been a 

topic of serious study.  In many respects, it is our children who have demanded our attention to the topic, given the number 

of tragic deaths that have been linked, directly or indirectly, to bullying (Cullen, 2009; Godfrey, 2005; Marr & Fields, 2001; 

Olweus 1978, 1993). With an international exchange of research on bullying (e.g., Bullying Research Network, 

https://cehs.unl.edu/BRNET/; International Bullying Prevention Association, https://ibpaworld.org/; World Anti-Bullying 

Forum in 2017, 2019 and soon again in 2021, https://worldantibullyingforum.com/), what we have learned over the past 

five decades is that school bullying is not just a normal part of growing up, or a rite of passage that can help to make kids 

tougher, as traditional sterotypes might suggest.  Rather, it is a form of interpersonal aggression that has significant impact 

on children who have been victimized, as well as on perpetrators and schoolmates who witness such behaviour.  We have 

learned that students who bully do not necessarily fit stereotypes of bullies as individuals who are socially incompetent, 

relying on aggression and intimidation to get what they want. Rather, they are often highly popular, socially intelligent 

students who engage in such behaviours as a means of attaining or maintaining their status within the peer group. And 

increasingly we have come to recognize how contextual factors play a significant role in encouraging or discouraging school 

bullying, including the overall climate or atmosphere of the school as well as classroom/school social hierarchies and social 

norms. These understandings are described in more detail in my recent review of the research to date (Hymel, 2021, 

attached).  What I have been asked to focus on for Dublin’s Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, 

Research, Innovation and Science is what we have learned about the impact of such behaviour on mental health, including 

key issues and effective strategies to address that process.  To that end, I offer the following summary of relevant 

information from my review chapter, as well as more recent, but related work. 

Impact of Bullying and Victimization  

  A major focus of research to date has been on the correlates and consequences of bullying, for both victims and 

perpetrators (for reviews see McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015; Swearer & Hymel, 2015; Chapter 4 of the National Academies 

of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). As summarized in the attached chapter (Hymel, 2021), research has 

documented quite clearly that victims of school bullying are at significant risk for a variety of mental health problems, 

especially internalizing difficulties such as depression, anxiety, poor self-worth, and increased suicidal ideation. Victimized 

children and youth are also at greater risk for externalizing difficulties such as aggression, conduct problems, delinquency, 

and self-harm (e.g., Haltigan & Vaillancourt, 2014; Reijntjes et al., 2011). Importantly, neuroscience research has shown how 

the effects of peer victimization can “get under the skin,” impacting neuro-biological functioning across the lifetime (see 
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Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2013 for a review).  But that is not all.  In addition to mental health difficulties, students 

who are victimized by peers are also at risk for physical health problems (e.g., stress-related illnesses), greater peer rejection 

and exclusion, and poor academic functioning (negative attitudes toward school, greater absenteeism).  For many victimized 

youth, these impacts carry over into adulthood. 

  Students who bully their peers are also at risk, with bullying perpetration being linked to both internalizing 

problems (anxiety, depression, suicidal ideation, self-harm), externalizing difficulties (aggression, antisocial behaviour), 

academic difficulties (lower achievement, absenteeism) and substance use (see Rodkin, Espelage, & Hanish, 2015; Swearer 

& Hymel, 2015). Research also suggests that bullying behaviour may become a generalized pattern of negative interpersonal 

behaviour, with demonstrated links to later dating violence (Connolly, Pepler, Craig & Taradash, 2000), delinquency (Bender 

& Lösel, 2011) and later criminality (e.g., Farrington, Ttofi, & Lösel, 2011).  

  Bully-victims, students who are both perpetrators and targets of peer bullying, represent only a small fraction of 

the student population but have been found to be at even greater risk for maladaptive outcomes, including academic 

problems and health difficulties, both physical and mental (e.g., Kowalski & Limber, 2013.  In one extensive review (National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2016), it was concluded that the psychological and health problems 

experienced by bully-victims are similar to the outcomes of victims, while the academic and substance use problems they 

experience are similar to that of bullies - the worst of both worlds. Sometimes described as “provocative victims” who can 

trigger peer retaliation, this subsample of students may well be at greatest risk, but often receive little sympathy or support, 

fueling stereotypes that such peer behaviour is deserved.  

  In their review, McDougall and Vaillancourt (2015) point to the challenges of distinguishing correlates from 

consequences of bullying. Longitudinal research aimed at exploring this distinction has confirmed the complexity and 

diversity of bully and victim trajectories. Understanding the long-term impact of bullying is especially difficult given evidence 

of both multifinality and equifinality (Cicchetti & Rogosch, 1996). For example, as noted above, both bullies and victims have 

been found to be at risk for anxiety and depression (equifinality). Rudolph, Troop-Gordon, Hessel and Schmidt (2011) 

followed students from grade 2 to grade 5 and found that early and increasing victimization over those years was associated 

with both depression and aggressive behavior (multifinality). As well, research by Haltigan and Vaillancourt (2014) has shown 

that some victimized students became perpetrators of bullying over time, while others did not.   

Causes and Contributing Factors 

  As bullying research began, a major focus was on the individual characteristics and behaviours that distinguished 

students who bully from their peers. Early studies (see Hymel, 2021, for details & references) provided evidence that, relative 

to their peers,  students who bully were more likely to exhibit more aggressive and antisocial behaviour, to experience 

externalizing difficulties, to display more hyperactivity and impulsivity, to hold more positive attitudes towards violence, to 

show less anxiety and empathy and greater narcissism, and to be more indifferent to the pain of others, willing to manipulate 

others to achieve their own goals.  Many of these correlates also characterize psychopathic adults, leading to questions 

about links between bullying and early psychopathic tendencies, as has been suggested regarding Erik Harris, one of the 
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perpetrators of the Columbine massacre in the U.S. (Cullen, 1999). Research by Fanti and Kimonis (2012) directly explored 

this link in a study of Greek students in grades 7 to 9.  They did find that students who reported greater narcissism, impulsivity 

and callous/unemotional traits (three primary characteristics of adult psychopaths)  were more likely to bully others and 

note that these students would benefit from early identification and preventive intervention. However, such characteristics 

were evident in only a small part of the sample (2.8%), and do not characterize the larger number of students who report 

that they bully others.    

  Other research has shown that many of the students who bully their peers are quite socially intelligent (Björkqvist, 

Österman, & Kaukiainen, 2000; Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham, 1999a,b) and are often high in social status among peers 

(Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2003).  In one of our own studies, we found that slightly over half of the students that 

peers identified as bullies were recognized by their peers as high status, popular students.  Hymel and Swearer (2015) argue 

that addressing the bullying they engage in becomes particularly challenging for adults who may not recognize their behavior 

as bullying when perpetrated by high functioning, social competent youth. As well, such behaviour, performed in an effort 

to gain or maintain social status, may be highly reinforcing and especially difficult to eliminate. Given such evidence, scholars 

increasingly recognize that there is no one type of “bully” (e.g., Farmer et al., 2010, 2011); some are well-integrated socially 

while others are socially marginalized. 

  A more common characteristic of students who bully is the tendency to morally disengage (see Gini, Pozzoli, & 

Hymel, 2014; Hymel et al., 2010). Bandura (1999, 2002) has identified multiple ways in which adults are able to disengage 

from their own moral standards to engage in highly negative behaviors (e.g., soldiers, terrorists), thereby freeing themselves 

from guilt, shame and self-censure.  Research across multiple countries have found that the same strategies are used by 

children and youth who bully to justify and rationalize their behaviour.  Although it may not be appropriate to describe such 

behavior as moral disengagement, considering children and youth whose moral development is still underway, it is clear 

that one focus of efforts to stop bullying is countering such patterns of thinking (see Hymel & Bonanno, 2014, for a further 

discussion), helping perpetrators to recognize the true impact of their behaviour on others.  

  Beyond individual characteristics, scholars have recognized that bullying is a group phenomenon, encouraged or 

discouraged by a number of contextual factors. Observational research by Craig and Pepler (Craig, Pepler & Atlas, 2000; 

O’Connell, Pepler & Craig, 1999; Pepler & Craig, 1995) showed that peer bystanders are present in about 85-88% of bullying 

episodes, and Salmivalli and colleagues (e.g., Salmivalli, 1999, 2001; Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Björqvist, Österman, & 

Kaukiainen, 1996) showed that, beyond bully and victim, students adopt a number of participant roles during bullying 

episodes, including students who assist or reinforce the bullies, those who observe and/or do nothing, and a smaller 

percentage who try to defend or support those who are victimized.  Findings such as these have lead to social-ecological 

models of bullying (e.g., Espelage & Swearer, 2004, 2010, Swearer et al., 2012) that explores the interplay of individual and 

contextual, even cultural factors that contribute to school bullying. 

  Research by Rodkin and colleagues has emphasized the fact that bullying emerges within very complex social 

ecologies, with social status being a key motivating factor.  Vaillancourt and colleagues underscore the fact that bullying is 
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about interpersonal power (see Hymel, 2021, for details and references). Consistent with social-ecological models of 

bullying, it becomes important that educators understand the group processes and contextual factors that underlie such 

behavior in attempting to address it (see Hymel, McClure, Miller, Shumka & Trach, 2015, for a fuller discussion).  Relevant 

here are three major lines of research within the literature on school bullying. First, studies have begun to identify features 

of the overall atmosphere or climate of the classroom or school that contribute to bullying (see e.g., Konishi, Miyazaki, Hymel 

& Waterhouse, 2017; Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 2010).  Second, studies have begun to explore the 

established social norms that operate in a given classroom or school to support  or deter bullying (e.g., Salmivalli & Voeten, 

2004).  Third, studies by Espelage and colleagues have documented how certain subgroups of students are at heightened 

risk for peer victimization, including sexual minorities (Espelage, Aragon, Birkett, & Koenig, 2008; Robinson & Espelage, 

2012), ethnic minorities and immigrant youth (Hong, Peguero, Espelage, & Allen-Meares, in press) and students with 

disabilities (Rose & Espelage, 2012). Accordingly, anti-bullying initiatives must recognize the critical role of school personnel 

in addressing bullying, providing education and support to give them the tools needed to address such behavior effectively. 

Teachers are especially important in this regard. Farmer and colleages (e.g., Farmer, McAuliffe Lines, & Hamm, 2011) 

describe teachers as the “invisible hand” whose efforts can help to encourage or discourage bullying, sometimes 

unknowingly. Studies have also demonstrated how positive teacher-student relationships are one significant factor in 

protecting vulnerable youth (e.g., Darwich, Hymel & Waterhouse, 2012; Gregus et al. 2020), but teachers can also impact 

the climate and social norms that operate in the classroom and school. 

  To summarize, research to date provides clear evidence that the range of negative outcomes associated with 

school bullying is extensive and serious and certainly warrants attention. What is also clear is that school bullying can 

contribute to the problems that some children already endure, exacerbating existing mental health or other disabilities, 

owing in large part to the exclusion, rejection and humiliation they face from peers, with the most tragic outcomes being 

murder and suicide (e.g., Rina Virk, Amanda Todd). Although individual characteristics do play a role, there appears to be a 

much broader and more complex interplay of experiences, moderated by multiple factors in a child’s life. At the school level, 

educators need support and training to understand the group processes and social norms that underlie bullying behavior 

and how they can best support students who are particularly vulnerable. Administrators and policy makers must understand 

that there is no single solution or approach that can effectively address all bully-victim situations.  Although universal anti-

bullying programs are needed to establish appropriate social norms and a basic understanding of behaviour expectations in 

schools, each case of bullying must be examined individually with efforts to understand the individual, social and contextual 

factors that contribute to or maintain such behavior in a particular situation. The one thing that is certain, however, is that 

children who bully and children who are bullied are both at significant risk both concurrently and in the long-term, 

underscoring our imperative to address school bullying effectively.  

Addressing Bullying in Schools 

  Consistent with social-ecological models, a number of school-based programs have been created to address school 

bullying, with the most promising and effective programs being characterized as whole school efforts with multiple foci and 
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including both universal (all students) and targeted (selected individuals or groups) intervention efforts (see Bradshaw, 2015; 

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). Two of the most well known programs, with 

demonstrated effectiveness in reducing bullying, are the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program in Norway and the Finnish 

KiVa program, both of which are now available across several countries and languages, but there are many others (see 

Hymel, 2021, for examples and references).  Although there are commonalities across programs, the diversity of approaches 

is noteworthy,  each informing research and practice, each addressing particular contributing factors or groups, and each 

offering lessons or activities that are effective.  

  Ongoing assessment of the impact of such efforts is critical to be sure that selected programs are actually effective.  

Although use of established, evidence-based programs is preferable, it is no guarantee of success in other contexts. Even 

well established programs can show mixed results across schools (e.g., see Hanewinkel, 2004, on mixed results for the 

Olweus program). Moreover some intervention approaches may negatively impact students. For example, several programs 

focus on peers, encouraging bystanders to step up to defend or support victims and/or report bullying. This makes sense 

given that most bullying is underground, such that peers, but not adults are more likely witness to bullying.  Although 

effective, it is important to acknowledge that children who witness bullying are also at risk, with evidence of greater feelings 

of helplessness, substance use, mental health difficulties and suicidal ideation (Rivers, Poteat, Noret & Ashurst, 2009; Rivers 

& Noret, 2013). Finally, it is important to remember that, despite the documented success of many of these programs, 

results have been limited.  Reviews of this literature indicate that overall reductions  in bullying are estimated to be only by 

17 to 23% (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011), with little or no effectiveness at the secondary (high school)  level (Yeager, Fong, Lee, 

& Espelage, 2015) and limited impact on high status, popular bullies (Garandeau, Lee, & Salmivalli, 2014).  Although the 

success of programs to date is impressive, and such programs should be continued, additional efforts are warranted. 

   In my review paper (Hymel, 2021), I argue that school-based anti-bullying efforts should viewed as part of a much 

larger mandate – that schools make concerted efforts to promote social and emotional competencies as well as academic 

skills.  In North America, the Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning in the US (www.casel.org) has played 

a leadership role in this focus and has provided an extensive and growing body of evidence for the significant impact of a 

broad range of school-based, social-emotional learning (SEL) programs, both concurrent and long-term (e.g., Domitrovich, 

Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg, 2017; Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Weare, 2010). As one example, 

in British Columbia, Canada, social and emotional skills have been mandated by the provincial Ministry of Education as one 

of four core competencies to be addressed in all schools, and the teacher training program at the University of British 

Columbia now emphasizes both SEL and mental health literacy in their training (see Schonert-Reichl, Hanson-Peterson, & 

Hymel, 2015, for a fuller discussion of SEL in teacher training).  

  Consistent with social-ecological models of bullying, SEL programs tend to be aimed at a broad number of social 

and emotional competencies that not only can reduce peer aggression and victimization (e.g. Espelage Low, Polanin & 

Brown, 2015), but can also help to develop a more respectful and inclusive school and classroom climate. SEL also provides 

a basis for school-based efforts to address mental health issues, especially at the elementary school level, helping to develop 

http://www.casel.org)/
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fundamental pro-social skills in all students as well as creating a respectful and inclusive school climate that supports 

students with mental health challenges rather than contributing to their difficulties. Moreover, there are multiple ways in 

which schools and teachers can promote social-emotional competencies and mental well-being (see 

www.selresources.com), allowing for flexibility and “repetition with variation” across the school years. Noteworthy is a 

recent cost-benefit analysis of several such programs that has estimated a benefit:cost ratio of $11 for every $1 spent in 

training and materials, etc. (Belfield et al., 2015).  

  Efforts to address school bullying must also be guided by continued research.  Several suggestions are offered in 

regard to how we might best address school bullying in an effort to support mental wellbeing.  First, although bullying can 

take many forms (verbal, physical, social/relational and cyber bullying), educators often see cyber and physical bullying as 

of greater concern given their well-recognized negative impact. However, the most common forms of bullying reported by 

students are verbal and social bullying (see Hymel, 2021).  Currently, we do not know about the specific links between 

different forms of bullying and mental wellbeing, and need more research to understand how each contributes to or 

diminishes student wellbeing.  The more common forms of verbal and social bullying, for example, can impact victims 

directly and indirectly, influencing the social environment in which students work and play, fostering exclusion, teasing, and 

further victimization by peers, potentially exacerbating the negative impact of the initial bullying.  Research is needed to 

understand how the more common and the more serious forms of bullying differ in their impact, both direct and indirect, 

and in effective strategies to address them.   

 Second, developmental research is also needed, as prevalence rates of bullying vary with age, increasing across 

the elementary school years, reaching a peak around late elementary and early secondary school, and declining thereafter. 

Victimization also becomes more stable with age (see Hymel & Swearer, 2015), underscoring the potential value of early 

intervention and prevention. For some students, however, peer victimization continues over many years, with one study 

showing that for 6% of girls and 12% of boys, victimization by school mates was an ongoing problem from age 8 to 16 

(Sourander, Helstela, Heleniou, & Piha, 2000). Research is needed to identify optimal periods for intervention and to 

understand why some children are at the greatest risk for ongoing peer victimization, and its associated negative impacts.    

 Those children who endure continued bullying over multiple years warrant particular attention. At the 2019 World 

Anti-Bullying Forum held in Dublin, Dr. Christina Salmivalli presented new data from their 8+ years of work evaluating the 

Finnish KIVA anti-bullying program, showing that, although the KIVA program has been successful in reducing school bullying 

significantly, those few students who continued to be bullied were found to be at even greater risk for mental health 

difficulties.  These students are clearly in need of greater mental health support and clinical intervention. Relatedly, a recent 

review by Gregus, Craig and Cavell (2020) emphasizes the need for class and schoolwide interventions that counter the peer 

exclusion that these children face on a daily basis, with recommendations provided for several currently available social-

emotional learning pre/interventions with demonstrated effectiveness that integrate direct social skills training with peer 

experiences (e.g., Good Behavior Game, Cooperative Learning, Lunch Buddy mentoring), and efforts to create socially 

accepting, inclusive classrooms.  In addition, within the field of special education, Katz (2018) has promoted intentional 

http://www.selresources.com/
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educational strategies for creating inclusive classrooms that combine well-established “universal designs” for academic 

learning (see Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2013; www.cast.org) with a focus on social-emotional learning and mental health in 

her “Three-Block Model” for classrooms (see Hymel & Katz, 2019 for a brief overview).  In short, school-based SEL can and 

should play a major role, not only in addressing interpersonal challenges like bullying,  but also in preparing a next generation 

that values diversity and inclusion, and that respects and supports peers who struggle with mental health difficulties. 

  Research over the past 50 years has provided us with a much better, albeit more complex understanding of school 

bullying and has demonstrated that there are multiple ways to address the problem in schools with some success. But we 

can (and must) do better. Given the complexity of individual, contextual, and group factors that contribute to bullying, there 

seems to be no single approach that fully addresses the problem.   Rather, school bullying must be addressed at multiple 

levels, with universal (school-wide) efforts showing the greatest promise.  We have now established a foundational 

understanding of school bullying and world-wide interest in mobilizing this knowledge to enhance educational practice. I 

hope that the information provided here is helpful to the Joint Committee in their efforts to address the problem. 
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Abstract 

It is only in the last five decades that school bullying has become a major focus in psychological 

and educational research.  This chapter outlines how research on school bullying has unfolded 

during that time and describes some of the current understandings of the problem and our efforts 

to address it.  Following a description of the forms that bullying can take, findings regarding the 

prevalence of bullying and the stability of peer victimization are reviewed as well as sex and age 

differences in reported bullying and victimization. Next considered is the growing list of correlates 

and consequences of bullying, documenting how both victims and perpetrators are at risk for a 

range of adjustment difficulties.  In an effort to understand the nature of bullying, early research 

focusing on characteristics of the individual, gave way to consideration of group processes that 

impact school bullying, which in turn influenced the nature of school-based, anti-bullying efforts. 

Although several anti-bullying programs have demonstrated some success in reducing bullying 

and victimization, the overall impact of such efforts has been limited. In moving forward, it is 

argued that research and practice in this area might benefit from considering bullying, and anti-

bullying efforts, as part of a larger mandate for schools – promoting students’ overall social and 

emotional development. 
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Five decades of research on school bullying: What have we learned? 

  

 School bullying is not a new problem.  Although it was recognized as a common childhood 

experience in classic, mid-19th century literature (e.g., Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist, 1966/1839; 

Thomas Hughes’ Tom Brown’s School Days, 1892/1857), school bullying has long been the 

“elephant in the room” that no one wanted to talk about. Pioneering investigations of bullying 

began only a half-century ago in Scandinavia, led by Dan Olweus (e.g., 1978, 1986,1993), who is 

often considered the grandfather of work in the area. It was not until the late 1990s, however, that 

bullying became a serious research focus in North America, owing in large part to the tragic deaths 

of many youth that have been linked to bullying (Marr & Fields, 2001), especially the 1997 murder 

of Rina Virk in Canada (Godfrey, 2005) and the 1999 massacre of 12 students and a teacher at 

Columbine High School in the US (Cullen, 2009). Over the past five decades, we have moved past 

stereotypes of bullying as a rite of passage or a normal part of growing up, and of bullies as socially 

incompetent, relying on intimidation and harassment to achieve their goals. Increasingly, scholars 

have come to recognize the complexity of bullying and the many factors, both individual and 

contextual, that contribute to such behaviors.  

 Since the 1970s, there has been a proliferation of research on bullying, enhanced by a 

collaborative global exchange of information about school bullying (e.g., Jimerson, Swearer & 

Espelage, 2010; Espelage & Swearer, 2004; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 

Medicine, 2016; Hymel & Swearer, 2015). Such an international interchange has been made 

possible by the world wide web, and supported in part by things like the Bullying Research 

Network (www.brnet.com, see Furlong, Nickerson, Smith, Swearer, & Hymel, 2013), a virtual 

network linking bullying researchers from countries around the word. Although a comprehensive 

http://www.brnet.com/
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review of this literature is beyond the scope of this chapter, what follows is an overview of some 

of the major research findings that have served to shape our current understanding of school 

bullying in North America and how such research has shifted educational efforts to address this 

challenge in Canada and the United States. How research from other countries has helped to shape 

this understanding is also considered. What have we learned?  

What is bullying? 

 Following Olweus’s (1978, 1993) early research, bullying is recognized as a distinct form 

of interpersonal aggression, characterized by intentionality, repetition and an imbalance of power 

between perpetrator and victim. Although there has been some debate regarding whether bullying 

must be repeated in order to have significant impact (e.g., Arora, 1996; Olweus, 1993; Randall, 

1996), it is the imbalance of power that stands as a primary distinction between bullying and other 

forms of aggression (e.g., Smith & Morita, 1999; Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2007). The 

child who bullies has some advantage over the child who is victimized, be it in size, number, 

strength, age, verbal skills, athleticism, intellectual competence, or social status. Although the 

three definitional components of bullying are not always specified in measures of the behaviour 

(see Hamburger, Basile & Vivolo, 2011, Compendium of Assessment Tools), they have been 

adopted generally in the literature, and are recognized by established organizations, including the 

American Psychological Association (VandenBos, 2007), the National Association of School 

Psychologists (NASP, 2012), and the U.S. Center For Disease Control (Gladden, Vivolo-Kantor, 

Hamburger, & Lumpkin, 2014). Unfortunately, however, research by Vaillancourt and colleagues 

(2008) has demonstrated that children rarely include these definitional characteristics in their 

spontaneous descriptions of bullying; rather, the term bullying appears to include any mean, 
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negative, or unwanted behaviour imposed by others.  In light of such findings, researchers 

increasingly provide clear definitions of bullying in any assessment effort. 

The assessment of bullying and victimization has been a matter of much discussion within the 

field (see Cornell & Bandyopadhyay, 2010; Hymel & Swearer, 2015; Olweus, 2010, Furlong, 

Sharkey, Felix, Tanagawa & Green, 2010; Swearer, Seibecker, Johnsen-Freirics & Wang, 2010, 

for a fuller discussion). Methodologically, although bullying has been assessed via observations, 

parent reports, teacher reports, and peer reports, most studies of bullying have relied on self-report 

measures. Although concerns can be raised regarding such things as social desirability biases, self-

reports have the advantage of being more efficient and less costly to obtain. They also tap the 

perspective of the children themselves (in contrast to parent or teacher informants), which is 

particularly important when assessing a complex, underground behaviour that often occurs 

covertly, in places that lack adult surveillance (e.g., Vaillancourt et al., 2010a), and often goes 

unreported.   

 Bullying takes many forms (see www.stopbullying.gov/what-is-

bullying/definition/index.html). Traditional or face-to-face bullying includes physical bullying, 

harassment and intimidation, as well as verbal bullying (teasing, name calling, threats) and 

relational or social bullying in which perpetrators manipulate social relationships (e.g., rumour 

spreading, public humiliation, exclusion, etc.). Over the years, electronic or cyberbullying has been 

increasingly recognized, especially as access to internet and electronic devices increases among 

youth. Although at first glance cyberbullying may seem to be verbal or relational bullying 

communicated electronically, a growing body of research suggests that cyberbullying is more 

distinct from traditional or face-to-face forms than originally thought (see Bauman, Cross & 

Walker, 2013; Kowalski, Limber & Agaston, 2012; Runions, Shapka & Wright, 2013). As one 

http://www.stopbullying.gov/what-is-bullying/definition/index.html)
http://www.stopbullying.gov/what-is-bullying/definition/index.html)
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example, the roles of bully and victim are less clear when considering cyber bullying (Law, 

Shapka, Hymel, Olson, & Waterhouse, 2012).   

 Physical and cyber bullying are often of greatest concern to educators, given their obvious 

negative impact, yet the most common forms of bullying reported by students are verbal and social 

or relational bullying (e.g., Vaillancourt et al., 2010b), as depicted in the figures below. Figure 1 

presents reports of different forms of bullying collected anonymously from elementary students 

(N=1700) in grades 4-7 from 14 schools in southern British Columbia; Figure 2 presents reports 

from secondary students (N=19,551) in grades 8-12 from 18 schools in southern British Columbia. 

Of concern here is the fact that verbal and social bullying may be more difficult for adult outsiders 

to recognize.  Adults may question, for example, whether a given behavior is teasing among friends 

or public humiliation.  

 

               

 

Figure 1. Elementary student reports of different forms of bullying across 14 schools (N=1700) 
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Figure 2. Secondary student reports of different forms of bullying across 18 schools (N=19,551) 

 

Although these graphs document the greater likelihood of verbal and relational bullying, they fail 

to capture the lived experience of such peer harassment. To illustrate, consider the following 

description of a “day in the life” of a bullied child in a grade 3/4 classroom, as reflected in a written 

description offered to me by his mother [the names of the students are fictitious].  

 “I asked Chris after school how his day had gone. Reluctant to tell me because he 

was embarrassed, he replied, “It wasn’t too bad today,” and proceeded to list the 

following: One classmate stuffed their garbage into his backpack. Matthew [the 

primary bully] yelled at him in front of the rest of the class that Chris’s art project 

was ‘dumb’, Matthew imitated his voice throughout the day whenever Chris spoke 

and quietly sang jeering songs about him.  Chris’s seating partner harassed him 

throughout the day with such things as songs about Chris “being dead” and 

another boy drew a number of pictures of Chris and proceeded to rip the heads off 

each one. In addition, a classmate of Chris’s said that the kids are also in the habit 
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of making comments to each other about “how he smells” and that went on 

throughout the day.  This was a pretty good day for Chris…” 

Prevalence and Stability  

 Bullying is a common student experience in schools around the world. According to a 2017 

report by UNESCO, 246 million children and youth around the globe face bullying each year.  

Prevalence rates, however, vary across countries. In a 2013 UNICEF report, the number of 11-, 

13- and 15-year-old students who reported “being bullied at school at least once in the past couple 

of months” varied from just over 10% to over 50% across 29 countries. In Canada, the rate was 

approximately 1 in 3 students; in the United States, the rate was about 1 in 4 students (UNICEF 

Office of Research, 2013). Data from the UNICEF report also indicate declines in reported 

bullying and victimization in most countries over the past few years. Although these overall 

declines are rather small, they are in the right direction. (See Cook, Williams, Guerra & Kim, 2010, 

for a further discussion of prevalence rates across countries.)  

 Reported prevalence rates differ across studies, owing in large part to variations in methods 

and measures used. As summarized elsewhere (Hymel & Swearer, 2015), 10 to 33% of students 

report being bullied by peers across studies, and from 5 to 13% of students report that they have 

bullied others. As shown in Figures 1 and 2 above, prevalence rates also vary as a function of the 

type of bullying considered, with more students reporting verbal and relational bullying than 

physical or cyber bullying.  Without acknowledging such variations, it becomes difficult to track 

changes in bullying behaviour. For example, research from the United States documents declines 

in physical bullying from 2003 to 2008 (Finkelhor, Turner, Ormrod, & Hamby, 2010) but increases 

in online or cyberbullying from 2000 to 2010 (Jones, Mitchell, & Finkelhor, 2013).  
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 Student reports of bullying and victimization also differ as a function of sex and age. With 

regard to sex differences, girls generally report greater peer victimization, whereas boys are more 

likely to admit to bullying others. In addition, boys are consistently found to engage in more 

physical bullying than girls. And although girls are sometimes found to engage in more relational, 

verbal and cyber bullying than boys, such sex differences have not been demonstrated in all studies 

(see Hymel & Swearer, 2015 for a review).  Despite these sex differences, it is important to 

remember that both boys and girls engage in all forms of bullying.  

 Student reports of bullying also tend to increase with age across the elementary school 

years, reaching a peak in late elementary/early secondary school, and declining thereafter (e.g., 

DeVoe & Bauer, 2011; Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Vaillancourt et al., 2010b). To illustrate, in 

Figure 3 below, cross-sectional data on student self-reports of how often they experienced different 

forms of bullying, collected from 4500 grade 4-12 students in a single school district.  

 

 

Figure 3. Grade differences in student reports of bullying in a single school district (N=4500) 

   

Peer victimization is often thought to be a fairly stable phenomenon (e.g., “once a victim 

always a victim”), but research shows that the stability of peer victimization varies with age (see 
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Hymel & Swearer, 2015 for a review). Although for most young children reported victimization 

is rather transitory, the likelihood of being victimized by peers from one year to the next increases 

with age, with moderate stability reported by middle elementary school.  As one example, Scholte, 

Engels, Overbeek, deKemp and Haselager (2007) found that over 40% of 10-13-year-old students 

continued to be viewed as victims by their peers three years later. For some students, however, 

victimization is endured across the school years. In one study (Sourander, Helstela, Heleniou, & 

Piha, 2000), 6% of girls and 12% of boys were consistently victimized by peers from age 8 to age 

16. For these students, being bullied and harassed by peers is a constant and unchanging school 

experience.  

Finally, it important to recognize that peer victimization is especially likely among more 

vulnerable populations. In particular, research by Espelage and colleagues have demonstrated that 

students with disabilities are at increased risk of being bullied by peers (Rose & Espelage, 2012), 

as are youth from sexual minorities (Espelage, Aragon, Birkett, & Koenig, 2008; Robinson & 

Espelage, 2012), and immigrant and ethnic minority youth (Hong, Peguero, Espelage, & 

Allen-Meares, in press).  It is particularly important that school personnel recognize the 

increased vulnerability of these special populations.  Positive relationships with teachers 

can provide an important buffer for vulnerable youth (e.g., Darwich, Hymel & Waterhouse, 

2012).   

Impact of Bullying and Victimization  

 Most importantly, over the past five decades, we have learned much about the correlates 

and consequences of bullying, for both victims and perpetrators (see National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016, Chapter 4, “Consequences of Bullying” for a recent 

review). Victimized children are at risk for a broad range of short- and long-term challenges, 
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including mental health difficulties, particularly internalizing problems (e.g., depression, anxiety, 

emotional distress, suicidal ideation), low self-worth, poor physical health (e.g., somatic 

complaints, stress-related illnesses) and poor peer relationships (e.g., greater peer rejection, fewer 

friends), as well as poor academic functioning (negative attitudes toward school, school avoidance 

and absenteeism) (see McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015; Swearer & Hymel, 2015 for reviews). 

Victimized students are also at risk for externalizing problems, including aggression, delinquency, 

attention and conduct problems, self-harm and even bullying (e.g., Haltigan & Vaillancourt, 2014; 

Reijntjes et al., 2011).  Moreover, recent research from neuroscience shows that being victimized 

by peers can have lifetime effects on neuro-biological functioning (see Vaillancourt, Clinton, 

McDougall, Schmidt, & Hymel, 2010; Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2013). 

 Children who bully are also at risk, and for many of the same outcomes as children who 

are victimized. Indeed, bullying perpetration has been linked to anxiety and depression, suicidal 

ideation and self-harm, school absenteeism and lower achievement, substance use, and 

externalizing difficulties (see Rodkin, Hanish & Espelage, 2015; Swearer & Hymel, 2015), 

including later dating violence (Connolly, Pepler, Craig & Taradash, 2000), delinquency (Bender 

& Lösel, 2011) and later criminality (e.g., Farrington, Ttofi, & Lösel, 2011).  

 Bully-victims are at even greater risk for negative outcomes (see National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016; Swearer & Hymel 2015 for a review), including 

physical and mental health problems, and academic difficulties.  For example, Kowalski and 

Limber (2013) found that adolescents who were both perpetrators and victims of bullying 

evidenced the worst outcomes in all three areas, relative to students who were identified as only 

victims, only bullies or as bystanders. In the review conducted by the National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2016), authors concluded that bully-victims were most 
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similar to victimized youth in terms of their psychological difficulties, poor peer relationships and 

health problems, and more similar to perpetrators of bullying in terms of problems with substance 

use and poor school bonding. Although relatively few in number, students who are both targets 

and perpetrators of bullying appear to be at greatest risk for long-term adjustment problems, yet 

these students also often receive the least sympathy, often viewed as “provocative victims” who 

behave in ways that provoke peer retaliation. 

 As research on the short- and long-term outcomes of bullying and victimization unfolds, 

and a growing number of studies begin to distinguish correlates from consequences empirically 

(see McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015 for a fuller discussion), the complexity of the processes that 

operate have become increasingly clear, with evidence of both multifinality (the same path leading 

to different outcomes) and equifinality (multiple paths leading to the same outcome) (Cicchetti & 

Rogosch, 1996). For example, longitudinal research by Rudolph, Troop-Gordon, Hessel & 

Schmidt (2011) demonstrated that early and increasing victimization from grade 2 to 5 was 

predictive of both aggressive behavior and depression by grade 5 (multifinality).  Conversely, as 

described above, both children who bully and children who are victimized are found to be at risk 

for later internalizing difficulties (e.g. anxiety, depression) (equifinality). As another example of 

equifinality, Haltigan and Vaillancourt (2014) found that some students who later  became 

perpetrators of bullying were initially targets of  peer bullying but others were initially 

characterized as low in bullying others.  Thus, there is no single cause or process that accounts for 

the range of outcomes that have been identified for both victims and perpetrators of school 

bullying. Rather, there appears to be a complex interplay of experiences, moderated by multiple 

factors in a child’s life. Correspondingly, there is no single solution or approach that can effectively 

address all bully-victim situations; rather, each case must be examined individually with efforts to 
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understand the individual, social and contextual factors that contribute to or maintain such 

behavior in a particular context. The one thing that is certain, however, is that children who bully 

others and children who are bullied are both at significant risk, underscoring our need to address 

school bullying effectively.  

Family Antecedents 

 Although most of the research on peer bullying and victimization has focused on peers and 

schools, there is some research addressing links to family experiences (see Nickerson, Mele & 

Osborne-Oliver, 2010 for a review). Starting with one’s earliest social relationships, research 

indicates that the individuals who bully often had a history of troubled relationships with their 

parents (insecure attachments, less perceived parental support, less family cohesion, infrequent 

parent supervision, greater use of physical punishment, parent maltreatment, lack of empathy 

and/or negative affect, marital discord). In keeping with the notion of multifinality, victims of 

bullying have also been found to experience insecure attachments with their parents, less parental 

responsiveness, and greater likelihood of abuse. The most consistent finding, however, is that 

victimized youth tend to have highly emeshed relationships with their parents, characterized by 

positive but emotionally intense interactions and a high degree of overprotection (Nickerson et al., 

2010).  What is not yet clear is whether parent overprotection is a contributor to the likelihood of 

victimization or an appropriate parent response to the peer harassment of their child. 

 Far less is known about sibling contributions to bullying (see Wolke, Tippett, & Danchev, 

2015 for a review), although reported prevalence rates indicate that 15 to 50% of children are 

victimized by their siblings, and 10 to 40% bully their siblings, with sibling abuse being more 

frequent than abuse by parents, strangers or peers.  In their review, Wolke and colleagues also 

noted that the few studies that do exist indicate that experiences with sibling bullying carry over 
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to peer relationships in a homotypic manner; individuals bullied by siblings are most likely to be 

bullied by peers and those who bully siblings tend to bully peers.  

The Nature of Bullying  

 Early research on school bullying focused on identifying individual attributes that 

characterize and distinguish students who bully their classmates. As summarized above, numerous 

studies have documented increased levels of antisocial and aggressive behaviour (e.g., Craig, 

1998), as well as externalizing problems and hyperactivity (e.g., Kumplainen, Rasanen & 

Henttonen, 1999) among students who bully. Other research has shown that children who bully 

others tend to hold more positive attitudes about the use of aggression (Bentley & Li, 1995; 

Bosworth, Espelage, & Simon, 1999). Olweus (1993) was among the first to document how 

children who bully displayed less empathy and anxiety (see also Craig, 1998, Espelage, Mebane 

& Adams, 2004), qualities that Olweus described as the “roots of human restraint”. Others have 

characterized children who bully as impulsive (O’Brennan, Bradshaw & Sawyer, 2009; Schwartz, 

Proctor, Chien, Juvonen, & Graham, 2001) and narcissistic (e.g., Ang, Ong, Lim & Lim, 2010), 

even Machiavellian, manipulating others for their own gain (Sutton & Keogh, 2001), displaying 

calloused-unemotional traits (e.g., Viding, Simmonds, Petrides, & Frederickson (2009), and 

indifferent to the pain they caused (Rigby & Slee, 1993). Several of these correlates of bullying 

are also characteristics of psychopathic individuals, leading to a question of whether bullying is in 

part a function of early tendencies toward psychopathology. Such an idea was reinforced in the 

1999 book, Columbine, in which Cullen proposed that Erik Harris, one of the perpetrators of the 

Columbine massacre, was an undiagnosed psychopath.   

 Subsequent research by Fanti and colleagues (Fanti & Kimonis, 2012; Fanti, Frick, & 

Georgiou, 2009) directly addressed the issue in a study of bullying in grade 7-9 students in Greece, 
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using self-report measures to assess bullying, conduct problems, and the three primary 

characteristics of psychopathology – impulsivity, narcissism and callous/unemotional traits. 

Results indicated that all three characteristics of psychopathy did contribute to the prediction of 

bullying. However, such characteristics were only evident in a small portion of the sample (2.8%).  

Thus, although Fanti and colleagues did demonstrate links between early psychopathic traits and 

bullying among youth, these characteristics only account for a very limited number of potential 

bullies, far less than the number of students who admit to bullying their peers. 

 Although individual attributes and psychopathic tendencies do not appear to characterize 

all students who bully others, one common feature of bullies that has been documented over the 

past decade is their tendency to morally disengage. In his social cognitive theory of moral agency, 

Bandura (1990, 1999, 2002) has identified multiple strategies through which adults are able to 

morally disengage in order to make negative behaviors more palatable, freeing themselves from 

self-recrimination, feelings of guilt or shame and self-censure. Although the theory was developed 

in order to explain the negative behaviours perpetrated by adults (e.g., soldiers, terrorists), children 

who bully are found to justify and rationalize their behavior in similar ways (see Gini, Pozzoli, & 

Hymel, 2014; Hymel, Schonert-Reichl, Vaillancourt, Bonanno & Rocke Henerson, 2010). 

Moreover, over a school year, greater moral disengagement predicts greater aggression 

subsequently, even after controlling for initial aggression (Barchia & Bussey, 2011).  One potential 

focus in addressing school bullying is to identify and counter such morally disengaged reasoning 

(see Hymel & Bonanno, 2014, for a further discussion).  

 More recent research on school bullying has shifted from an initial focus on bullying as a 

problem inherent in an aggressive perpetrator to increasing recognition of bullying as a group 

phenomenon, promoted or discouraged by multiple contextual factors that need to be considered 
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in addressing the problem. This shift emerged gradually, fueled by a number of different research 

findings. In the paragraphs below, some of the converging evidence that contributed to this broader 

understanding are described. 

 Although bullying is commonplace in schools around the globe, it is also understood to be 

an underground activity that is not always evident to adults. Seminal, observational research 

conducted by Craig and Pepler (1997; Craig, Pepler & Atlas, 2000; O’Connell, Pepler & Craig, 

1999; Pepler & Craig, 1995), documented over 400 episodes of bullying in 52 hours of videotape. 

They found that, on average, bullying occurred every 7 minutes on the elementary playground and 

every 15-20 minutes in the classroom. The typical bullying incident was short-lived, lasting less 

than one minute, but at least one documented episode went on for over 30 minutes. Teachers 

intervened in only 4% of bullying incidents (one out of every 25 incidents). Particularly 

noteworthy was the finding that, on average, 2 to 4 peers were present in 85-88% of the episodes 

observed. However, peer witnesses were observed to intervene on behalf of victims only 11% of 

the time; more often (54% of the time) bystanders passively watched.  When peers did intervene 

on behalf of victims or in an effort to stop the aggression, the bullying stopped within 10 seconds 

57% of the time, but 47% of the time peers were observed to intervene aggressively (Hawkins, 

Pepler, & Craig, 2001). Unfortunately, how peer bystanders respond to bullying that they witness 

changes over the time they are in school. Cross-sectional research examining peer responses to 

observed bullying among students from grades 4 to 11 (Trach, Hymel, Waterhouse & Neale, 2010) 

has shown that, younger students (and girls) are more likely to report that they responded positively 

(e.g., helping victim, talking to adult, intervening directly). With increasing age, however, students 

who witness bullying are more likely to report that they did nothing.   
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 Pepler and Craig’s observational findings served as a clear “wake up call” for research on 

bullying, documenting not only the frequency of such behavior in schools but also the fact that 

bullying is a group phenomenon, encouraged or discouraged by the behavior of peer witnesses, 

and verifying what Olweus (1978) had described as the “bullying circle”. Subsequently, using peer 

nominations of classmates, Salmivalli and colleagues (e.g., Salmivalli, 1999, 2001; Salmivalli, 

Lagerspetz, Björqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1999) documented a number participant roles 

that students adopt during bullying episodes. In addition to victims and bullies, peers were able to 

reliably identify classmates who served as assistants to bullies, reinforcers of the bully, defenders, 

or outsiders (those who passively watched or did nothing). Such findings moved research beyond 

consideration of bullying as an individual or dyadic problem inherent in the bully or victim and/or 

the relationship between them, to consideration of the larger group processes that impact the 

likelihood of bullying, widening our view of the multiple influences involved. With this shift, came 

increasing interest in application of a social-ecological model of bullying (e.g., Espelage & 

Swearer, 2004, 2010, Swearer et al., 2012). Based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model 

of development, the model posits that bullying occurs as a result of an interplay of both individual 

and contextual factors.  As will be discussed later in this chapter, recognition of the impact of peer 

witnesses on bullying behavior also had a great influence on the nature of anti-bullying 

interventions that have been developed and undertaken. 

 A second series of findings that that contributed to a widening perspective on bullying was 

research demonstrating that there is no one type of bully. Olweus (1978, 1993) first distinguished 

between bullies and “bully-victims”, individuals who harass others but are themselves victimized.  

Although they represent a small portion of the student population (1% to 12%, Dulmus, Sowers, 

& Theriot, 2006; Nansel et al., 2001; Solberg & Olweus, 2003; Spriggs, Iannotti, Nansel, & 
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Haynie, 2007), bully-victims are more likely to display impulsive and hyperactive behavior, and 

are more likely to experience academic difficulties and peer rejection at school, and more harsh or 

stressful home situations (see Schwartz, Proctor, & Cien, 2001). In contrast, other research verified 

that some students who bully are socially intelligent (Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 2000; 

Sutton, Smith, & Swettenham, 1999a,b) and enjoy a high level of social status among peers 

(Vaillancourt, Hymel, & McDougall, 2003). Such findings have led Farmer Petrin, Robertson, 

Fraser, Hall, Day, and Dadisman (2010) to distinguish between social integrated and socially 

marginalized bullies. As noted in Hymel and Swearer (2015), bullying perpetrated by popular, 

socially competent students may be less readily recognized by adults, and more difficult to 

eliminate given that such behavior may serve to gain or maintain social status within the peer 

group.   

 The apparent variability in students who bully also lead to increasing recognition that one’s 

social status within the peer group is a key factor in bullying (e.g., Rodkin & Berger, 2008; see 

Rodkin, Espelage, & Hanish, 2015 for a review). As Vaillancourt and colleagues (Vaillancourt et 

al., 2003; Vaillancourt, McDougall, Hymel & Sunerani, 2010) have reminded us, bullying is about 

interpersonal power, and given the increasing priority of peer relationships during the school years, 

such behavior may be one means of confirming the social power of the perpetrator.  Relatedly, 

Rodkin and colleagues have documented how bullying behavior emerges within complex peer 

social ecologies (e.g., Rodkin, 2004; Rodkin & Hodges, 2003; Rodkin & Ryan, 2012) and may be 

perpetrated in an effort to gain or maintain social status within the peer group.  Accordingly, it 

becomes important for educators to understand the group processes that underlie bullying in order 

to effectively address such behavior.  

 Consistent with arguments for the utility of a social-ecological framework in understanding 



 

 

19 

bullying (e.g., Espelage & Swearer, 2004; 2010), more recent efforts to address school bullying 

have focused on the role of the peer group and on efforts to understand how teachers and schools 

can foster positive group relations in order to minimize or reduce the likelihood of bullying (see 

Hymel, McClure, Miller, Shumka & Trach, 2015). Farmer, McAuliffe Lines, and Hamm, (2011), 

for example, describe teachers as the “invisible hand”, emphasizing the critical role they play in 

establishing how the classroom group functions. Relatedly, recent research has also explored how 

the overall social climate of the school (e.g., Konishi, Miyazaki, Hymel & Waterhouse, 2017; 

Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 2010) and the established social norms (e.g., 

Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004) that serve to discourage versus encourage bullying in schools. 

 Particularly helpful in understanding the group processes that might contribute to peer 

bullying is Harris’s (1995, 1998/2009) Group Socialization Theory (see Hymel et al., 2015). Based 

on a review of decades of social psychological research on group processes, Harris points to three 

distinct processes that operate whenever people are put into groups, regardless of age. Each of 

these processes help to explain how individuals/children are socialized by the groups in which they 

function; my own experience suggests that they also help to explain some of the group factors that 

contribute to the likelihood of bullying. First, group contrasts emerge between groups, the result 

of a natural tendency to attend to and emphasize differences between one’s own group and that of 

others. Unfortunately, such contrasts contribute to in-group favoritism and out-group 

discrimination. The remaining two processes operate within groups.  Through the process of within 

group affiliation individuals increasingly adopt group standards of behaviour, such that members 

become more similar to one another over time. Conformity to group standards is promoted through 

such things as teasing and laughter, if not threats of expulsion.  Finally, within group differentiation 

refers to the tendency for individuals within a group to engage in social comparisons and establish 
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social status hierarchies, as members attempt to find their place within the group.  Each of these 

processes can help to explain motivations for bullying, be it to demonstrate group loyalty by 

harassing individuals from rival groups, to enhance peer conformity to group norms, or to establish 

or maintain one’s own social position within the group.  

Addressing Bullying in Schools 

 A variety of different universal, school-based prevention and intervention efforts have been 

created in hopes of addressing the problem of school bullying (see Bradshaw, 2015; Rigby, 2010b 

for a review). In a review of anti-bullying intervention efforts conducted by the National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2016), the authors concluded that the most 

promising bullying prevention programs include multiple components, involve whole school 

efforts, and utilize both universal and targeted strategies to reduce bullying.   

 Two of the most well-known and well-researched programs are the Olweus Bullying 

Prevention Program first developed in Norway (e.g., Olweus, 2005; Olweus & Limber, 2010) and 

the Finnish KiVa program (e.g., Kärnä et al., 2011 a, b; Salmivalli, Kärnä, & Poskiparta, 2010) 

both of have been shown to lead to significant reductions in bullying. Other programs that have 

demonstrated success in reducing bullying include the Method of Shared Concern (Rigby, 2010a) 

and the PEACE Pack program (Slee, 2010) in Australia, Bully Busters (Horne, Swearer, Givens & 

Meints, 2010), Bully Proofing Your School (Porter, Plog, Jens, Garrity, & Sager, 2010), the 

Peaceful Schools Project (Twemlow et al., 2010) and the Steps to Respect Program (Frey et al., 

2005, 2009) in the United States, to name a few. Although there are similarities, each program 

addresses the problem of school bullying in different ways, suggesting that there is no one, single 

approach to anti-bullying efforts. The diversity of approaches may also be a strength, especially in 

terms of practice informing research, as different programs can reach or appeal to different groups 
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of students, and each can identify effective approaches or lesson plans that “work” in the school 

context.    

 Increasingly, anti-bullying programs have emphasized the role of peers (e.g., bystanders) 

in helping to address school bullying (e.g., the KiVa program, the Peaceful Schools Project, the 

Method of Shared Concern), owing in large part to evidence that bullying occurs more frequently 

in schools where bystanders encourage rather than discourage such behaviors (e.g., Kärnä, Voeten, 

Poskiparta, et al., 2011). Given the underground nature of bullying, enlisting the aid of peers makes 

sense. Although limited, research on peer bystanders has typically focused on understanding what 

motivates peers to defend peer victims versus offering support to the perpetrator (e.g., Salmivalli, 

2010; Thornberg et al., 2012). Encouraging bystander involvement in addressing bullying, 

however, must be considered in light of research showing that children who witness bullying are 

also at risk for greater mental health challenges and substance use as well as greater feelings of 

helplessness and even increased suicidal ideation (Rivers, Poteat, Noret & Ashurst, 2009; Rivers 

& Noret, 2013).   

 More generally, although several different school-based intervention studies have 

documented significant positive outcomes (see Bradshaw, 2015; National Academies of Sciences, 

Engineering & Medicine, 2016, for reviews), results have been mixed, with overall reductions in 

bullying estimated at only 17-23% (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). Further, to date the impact of 

school-based programs have not been shown to be effective in reducing bullying at the secondary 

level (Yeager, Fong, Lee, & Espelage, 2015) and have had limited impact on high status, popular 

bullies (Garandeau, Lee, & Salmivalli, 2014). Continued efforts to find effective ways to address 

school bullying, then, are needed.  
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 One promising future direction may be to consider bullying prevention and intervention 

efforts as part of a much larger mandate for schools – the need to promote social and emotional 

competencies, not just academic skills. Popularized by the Collaborative for Academic, Social and 

Emotional Learning in the U.S. (www.casel.org), a growing body of evidence points to the 

concurrent and long-term positive impacts of school-based social and emotional learning (SEL) 

programs,  (e.g., Domitrovich, Durlak, Staley, & Weissberg, 2017; Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, 

Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Weare, 2010). In support of the idea of addressing bullying through 

interventions aimed at a broader set of social competencies, program evaluation research 

conducted by Espelage, Low, Polanin, and Brown (2013, 2015) has demonstrated that more 

general SEL-focused interventions (in this case, the Second Step program, created by the 

Committee for Children in Seattle, WA) can effectively reduce peer aggression and victimization. 

Given the many different ways that social-emotional competencies can be promoted in schools 

(see www.selresources.com), and an estimated benefit:cost ratio of $11 for $1 spent in training 

and materials, etc. (Belfield et al., 2015), addressing bullying within the broader framework of 

social-emotional learning holds considerable promise for the next generation of school children.  

 As Dan Olweus reminded us long ago (1993, p. 48), “Every individual should have the 

right to be spared from oppression and repeated, intentional humiliation, in school as in society 

at large. No student should have to be afraid of going to school for fear of being harassed or 

degraded, and no parent should need to worry about such things happening to his or her child!” 

Over the past five decades, research on school bullying has grown rapidly and has benefited greatly 

from an international exchange of ideas and information. It is clear that we now have a much better, 

and broader understanding of school bullying, and a greater appreciation of bullying as resulting 

from a complex interaction of individual, group, and contextual factors. Given such complexity, 

http://www.casel.org)/
http://www.selresources.com/
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we are not able to identify any single approach to addressing the problem; rather, it is recognized 

that school bullying needs to be addressed at multiple levels and with consideration of the unique 

factors that operate in any given bullying situation. Still, programs that have been developed to 

address this problem at the universal (school-wide) level show promise in addressing some of the 

individual and contextual factors that encourage or discourage such behavior.  Although significant 

questions remain, we now have a foundational understanding of school bullying and world-wide 

interest in mobilizing this knowledge to enhance educational practice.  
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Executive Summary. 
Research clearly indicates that school bullying has a severe impact on mental health. Despite 
prevention programmes, bullying and cyber-bullying is a persisting problem. This submission 
focuses on how the members of the Joint Committee can promote a societal shift in 
responding to bullying through using key cognitive behavioural principles to develop 
resilience.  
 
 

1. Introduction. 
1.1. School bullying impacts severely and negatively on mental health. Despite years of 

research and prevention strategies, bullying continues and has now moved into the 
realm of cyber bullying. This submission considers key research findings and presents 
a case study to highlight how cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) principles can be 
used to help children to develop resilience in coping with bullying.  
 

2. Definitions. 
2.1. Bullying is defined in the Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary 

Schools as ‘unwanted negative behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical 
conducted by an individual or group against another person (or persons) and which is 
repeated over time’ (Ireland, 2013). 
 

2.2.The World Health Organization defines ‘mental health broadly as a: ‘State of well-
being where every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the 
normal stresses of life, work productively, and is able to make a positive contribution 
to her or his community.’ It notes that mental health is more than just the absence of 
mental disorders or disabilities (WHO, 2018). The Health Services Executive notes 
that ‘the term mental health describes a spectrum that extends from enjoying mental 
health through to severe and disabling illness’ (HSE, 2016, p.9).  

 
 

3. Classifying Mental Health. 
3.1.The International Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD) and 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) are tools for 
recording, reporting and grouping conditions and factors that influence health. They 

2021/97(ii) 
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have both been recently revised.  The ICD is now in its eleventh edition and the DSM 
is in its fifth edition. Both have a wide range of classifications covering mental health 
disorders.  

 
4. Prevalence of Mental Health Conditions.  
4.1.The World Health Organisation describes depression as being one of the leading 

causes of disability. It notes that suicide is the second leading cause of death among 
15-29 year olds. It states that ‘people with severe mental health conditions die 
prematurely – as much as two decades early – due to preventable physical conditions’ 
(WHO, 2021).  
 

4.2. The ‘My World 2’ Survey (Dooley et al., 2019) surveyed over ten thousand 
adolescents aged 12-19. They found that 40% reported feelings of depression outside 
the normal range and 49% reported feelings of anxiety outside the normal range. The 
proportion of adolescents reporting severe anxiety doubled from 11% in 2012 to 22%. 
The proportion of adolescents who on the basis of their reports, fell into the severe 
and very severe categories of depression increased from 8% to 15%. Six percent 
reported that they had made a suicide attempt. Ninety-six percent had a social media 
profile. There was a decrease in the proportion of adolescents who reported being 
bullied from 45% in 2012 to 39% in 2019. The report noted that ‘the anti-bullying 
campaigning underway across schools, colleges, clubs and communities appears to 
making an impact’ but that ‘it clearly is not enough’ (Dooley et al., 2019, p.iv). 
 

4.3.The campaign ‘End Bullying: Be Online’ refers to Irish research which has shown 
that 50% of LGBTI+ secondary school students are bullied, 67% of students have 
witnessed bullying of LGBTI+ students at school and 60% said that if someone 
comes out as LGBTI+ in their school, they will be bullied (Tackle Bullying, 2021).   

 
 

5. The Impact of Bullying on Mental Health. 
5.1.There is extensive research demonstrating the devasting impact that bullying can have 

on people’s mental health. It is a pervasive problem that impacts children and youth in 
schools involved as perpetrators, victims and bystanders (Nickerson, 2019). Bullying 
and cyberbullying have negative consequences on adolescents’ mental health 
(Garaigordobil & Larrain, 2020; Sibold et al., (2020); Singh, et al. (2021); Litwiller & 
Brausch, 2013; Foody et al., 2019; Goodine, P. (2016). 
 

5.2.While bullying obviously can affect the victims, witnessing bullying is associated 
with mental health risks (Doumas, Midgett & Watts, 2019; Rivers et al., 2009). 
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Learner-to-teacher bullying can result in negative emotions, disempowerment, low 
morale and low motivation of various role players in the school system. It is of vital 
importance to protect teachers, create adequate resources to eliminate learner-to-
teacher bullying, and work towards improving teachers' mental health (Woudstra, et 
al., 2018). 

 
5.3.Bullying, at school and electronically has been significantly associated with 

considered and attempted suicide (Singh, et al., 2021). Hase et al. (2015) found in 
their research that the vast majority of students who were bullied online were also 
victims of in-person bullying. Although traditional and cyber forms of bullying tend 
to target the same victims, traditional bullying is more uniquely associated with 
negative psychological outcomes.  

 
5.4.Ashburner et al. (2019) focused on the effects of bullying on students on the autism 

spectrum and found that parental concerns included the impact of victimization on 
school attendance, self-esteem, mental health, social participation, academic 
performance and behaviour.  

 
 

6. Preventing Bullying.  
6.1.A range of measures have been undertaken to prevent bullying. These include 

physical education (Jiménez-Barbero, et al.,2020), training students in a brief, 
bystander bullying intervention (Doumas, Midgett & Watts, 2019), incorporating 
mindfulness techniques into school-based anti-bullying techniques (Foody & Smara, 
2018), involving parents in bullying prevention programmes (Kolbert, Schultz & 
Crothers, 2014; Herne, 2016) and ensuring that each school has an anti-bullying 
policy (Ireland, 2013).  

 
6.2.Tackle Bullying (https://tacklebullying.ie) is a national website to counter bullying 

and cyberbullying for young people, parents and teachers, which is funded by the 
Department of Education and Skills. It contains a range of resources including: 
webwise.ie, Foroige, Spun Out, Be Kind on Line, Belong To, Supporting Children 
and Soar.  

 
6.3.The National Anti-bullying Research and Resource Centre in Dublin City University 

(https://antibullyingcentre.ie) builds on over 22 years of research started in 1996 by 
Professor Mona O’Moore. Their team works in a collaborative environment in which 
they study the multi-factored causes of bullying and translate their findings into 
resources and training to tackle bullying. Among the resources they have developed is 
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FUSE, which is an anti-bullying and online safety programme as a response to 
research findings that principals want more guidance and instruction from the 
government on what anti-bullying programmes should look like (Foody et al., 2018). 
In February, 2021, it was announced that the National Anti-Bullying Research and 
Resource Centre has been awarded funding by the Department of Justice to establish a 
new research observatory on cyberbullying. 

 
 

7. Exploring the Impact of Bullying on Mental Health.  
7.1.There is growing awareness of the devastating impact that bullying can have on 

mental health. My intention in making this submission to the Committee is to put 
forward my reflections on how we can reduce this impact by building up resilience of 
everyone in society. This includes people who are being bullied or who are at risk of 
being bullied. It also includes those who bully, those who witness bullying and those 
who care about the victim and/or the bully.  

 
7.2.My reflections are based on the following:  

- My training and experience as a primary school teacher. 
- My training and experience as a clinical psychologist.  
- My passion in teaching the basic principles of cognitive behavioural therapy as a 

means of helping people understand and cope with their challenges (e.g. Hayes, 
2020a, 2020b, 2017, 2016, 2015, 2011, 2004, Collins, Lyons & Hayes, 2016).  

- My experiences as a clinical psychologist in Temple St. University Hospital 
(1994-1996). 

- My PhD research ‘Preventing depression and anxiety in adolescents’ (Hayes & 
Morgan, 2005).  

- My experience as lecturer in Maynooth University (1996-2002) supervising post-
graduate students as they carried out research into bullying.  

- My experience as Clinical Director of Aware (2011-2017 and 2020 to date). 
- My clinical experience of working with people of all ages over the past twenty-

five years to help them understand and manage depression and anxiety and to 
build resilience in coping.  

 
7.3. I invite the members of the Committee to consider the following case-study which I 

have developed for the purpose of this submission.  
 

Case-Study:  
 

A nine-year-old child, Adam, joins a class in a new school. He seems different to some of 
the other children. He may be smaller, taller, cleverer, have a learning difficulty, a physical 
difficulty and/or have a different skin colour. One of the other children, Billy, sees him as 
‘an easy target’. Billy discovers that by treating Adam badly, with contempt and with 
verbal and/or physical nastiness, he (Billy) feels stronger in himself. He notices what he 
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thinks are looks of respect from some others in his class. Chloe feels sorry for Adam. She 
does her best to be his friend and stand up for him. Dylan feels sorry for Adam too but is 
relieved that Billy has a new victim instead of him.  

Their teacher Ms. Egan, does her best to help Adam to settle in. She does not pick up how 
badly and cruelly Billy treated Dylan. She does not see how badly and cruelly he treats 
Adam. Anna, Adam’s mother, knows that something is not right. She does her best to find 
out but Adam goes silent whenever she asks him how school is. One day, three weeks after 
Adam starts school, she stands outside at break-time where she can see the children 
playing, without being visible to them.  
 
Yes, Anna sees Billy and his gang walk over to Adam. Her initial relief that he has made 
friends disappears as she realises what is happening. Her son, her amazing son who has 
coped with so much, is being bullied again.  

Ms. Egan is shocked to hear what Billy has done. The school principal is informed. His 
parents are contacted. His mother Breda and his father Brendan march into the school 
demanding to know who dared to call their son a bully.  

Adam is moved from his second school a few months later. The next school is easier for 
him. His bed-wetting stops. The stammer he developed is not as pronounced. He makes 
friends. Anna is a little more relaxed.  

Then it is September, when the children go to secondary school. Anna knows that  Billy, 
Chloe and Dylan will attend the same secondary school as Adam but thinks that his new 
friends and confidence will buffer him from any bullying. She is wrong.  

 
7.4. How might we expect Adam’s mental health to be when he is fourteen, eighteen, 

thirty, fifty or seventy years old? How might we expect the mental health of Billy, 
Chloe and Dylan to be? What about the mental health of their parents and of their 
teachers?  
 

7.5.The answer depends on what people like you, the members of the Joint Committee, 
who have power to do something about bullying do!  
 

7.6. Adam might develop depression. He might develop anxiety. He might become 
addicted to alcohol and/or drugs. He might continue to experience bullying at school, 
college and in the workplace. He might take his own life when he is aged 15, 18 or 
25. Or, he might not. Adam might use his experiences of having been bullied in ways 
that work for him. He might develop resilience. He might have an increased 
awareness of the importance of basic kindness and human rights. He might become an 
advocate for people who treated unfairly.  
 

7.7. Billy might get into trouble throughout his secondary school years until one day he 
goes too far and is caught, resulting in severe consequences. He might continue to 
bully people in College, in the work-place and throughout his life. He might not. He 
might feel deeply ashamed of his behaviours as he gets older and realises the impact 
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of what he has done on others. He might use his experiences to learn how not to treat 
other people and could become an advocate for helping others stand up for themselves 
in an assertive way.  
 

7.8. Chloe might spend her life on a mission to protect people she sees as being 
vulnerable. She might become a professional ‘rescuer’ determined that people are 
treated fairly. She might grow up determined that none of her children or 
grandchildren will ever be bullied. She might not. She might grow in her compassion 
and wisdom to help people develop skills to stand up for themselves. She might 
realise that the world is not divided into ‘bullies’ and ‘victims’. She might impact 
more people than she will ever know by her kindness, understanding and compassion.  

 
7.9. Dylan might grow up scarred as a result of his own bullying experiences. He might 

blame himself for having stood by, with relief, while Adam was being taunted. He 
might spend his life expecting to be bullied and doing his best to avoid it. He might 
not. He might learn from his own experience that it is not alright to stand passively 
and watch others being badly treated. He might be a well-respected coach or teacher 
watching to support those who witness bullying and help them to deal with their 
experiences rather than live a life of shame.  
 

7.10.  The children’s teachers may blame themselves, may continue to do their best to 
stand up for the children they teach or they may experience bullying at the hands of 
parents, students and/or colleagues. Their parents may blame themselves or others. 
Or  they may recognise that they cannot protect their children from nastiness but 
instead, they can help them to develop resilience.  

 
7.11. Any of them may develop mental health difficulties.  

 
7.12.  While the people named are fictitious, the story is not fiction. Adam could be a girl 

called Alice. Billy could be a girl called Bella. Depending on the consequences of 
Billy’s bullying, this could be a very sad story which only gets sadder once cyber-
bullying begins. Cyber-bullying guarantees no reprieve.  Again, depending on the 
consequences, this story could be one of resilience and strength.  

 
7.13.  In 1983, I came across the concept and power of the self-fulfilling prophesy 

(Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). My work in empowering people to understand the 
impact of distressing experiences on them and to help them develop resilience 
challenges the view that ‘once a victim, always a victim’ or ‘once a bully, always a 
bully’.  
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7.14. I believe in the power of education and am a strong supporter of psychoeducational 

preventative programmes. In tackling bullying, we need to go further. My view is 
that we need a societal shift. We all automatically wear seat belts when driving. 
People who smoke no longer do so in public places such as cinemas and hair-
dressers. We are good at making shifts which have a huge impact on our health and 
well-being. Let’s make another one to do with bullying.  

 
7.15.  The shift I suggest involves all of us using the basic principles of cognitive 

behavioural therapy (CBT) in daily life. I have developed a structured three step 
process called the Coping Triangle (Ó Hayes) which is easy to learn and powerful to 
implement. The first step is to  become aware of our thoughts, feelings, beliefs and 
actions. The second is to ask four questions: (1) Do my feelings make sense? (2) Are 
my thoughts ‘helpful’ or ‘unhelpful’? (3) What do I believe? and (4) Are my actions 
‘helpful’ or ‘unhelpful’? The third step in this process is the ‘ABC Coping 
Sentence’. A is acknowledge, B is because and C is choose.  

 
7.16. Let’s see how using this process with Adam’s story can turn it around from a tragic 

one to one of resilience. Table 1 contains some thoughts, feelings, actions and 
beliefs that each of the characters in the Case Study might have.  

 
Table 1: Some thoughts, feelings, actions and beliefs that the children might have. 

 Thoughts Feelings Actions Beliefs 
Adam - Why me?  

- What is wrong with me?  
- I can’t make them stop. 
- This is not fair. 
- Everyone must think I’m 

stupid.  

Sad, upset, scared, 
stupid, useless, 
attacked, victimised, 
badly treated, 
frustrated, angry, 
helpless and/or 
hopeless. 

- Expect to be 
treated badly  

- Internalise feelings 
- Pretend it doesn’t 

matter  
- Avoid  
- Withdraw  

There is something 
wrong with me.  
I am not good 
enough.  
No-one can stop this.  
No-one will 
understand.  

Billy - He is weak.  
- I can do what I want.  
- I will show him who is boss.  
- Who does he think he is? 

 
 
Or maybe 

- Why do I do this? 

Vindicated and good  
 
 
 
 
 
Or maybe 
Ashamed 

- Bully 
- Make excuses for 

behaviour 
- Minimise 

behaviour 
- Blame  

 
Or maybe 
Hate himself  

I can do whatever I 
want.  
No-one else can tell 
me what to do.  
 
 

Or maybe 
There is something 
wrong with me. 

Chloe - This is not fair on Adam.  
- Who does he think he is?  
- I have to help him.  
 

Angry, pity, upset, 
empathy. 

- Standing up for 
Adam 

- Getting him help 
 

I can do something.  
Others can help me. 
  

Dylan - I am glad it is him not me.  
- I am mean to be glad it is him 

not me.  
- I wish I was strong like Chloe.  
- I hope Billy doesn’t start on 

me again.  

Angry with himself 
ashamed, scared, 
guilty.  

- Keeping quiet 
- Staying out of the 

way 
- Pretending not to 

see what is 
happening 

I am not good 
enough.  
I let people down.  
I am weak.  
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7.17.  We can see that each of the children’s feelings make sense based on what is 
happening for them and/or what they are thinking and doing. Their thoughts are 
unhelpful for different reasons. What they believe may not be true. Their actions may 
be helpful or unhelpful.  
 

7.18. The ABC Coping Sentence (ÓHayes) is the tool to help them acknowledge their 
feelings, see them as making sense and focus deliberately on what they can choose to 
do to turn things around. Some examples the four children might use are in Table 2.  

 
Table 2. Some ABC Coping Sentences. 

Adam - I feel scared because I think that Billy is going to hurt me but I choose to get help.  
- I feel stupid because I think that the others are laughing at me too but I choose to tell my mother.  

Billy - I feel good because I think that the others like to see me being the boss but Adam deserves my respect 
too.   

- I feel ashamed because of what I did to Adam but I am sorry.  
Chloe - I feel cross because of how Billy is to Adam but I am not going to let him do it again.  
Dylan - I feel ashamed because I am scared of Billy but I choose to get help.  
Anna - I feel upset because I think that Adam is vulnerable but I choose to help him discover his own strengths. 
Ms. Egan - I feel terrible because I did not see what Billy was doing but I choose to learn from this and teach the 

children in my care to respect themselves and others.  

 
7.19.  If Adam, Billy, Chloe, Dylan and the thousands of school children who experience 

bullying believe that they are not good enough, that they deserve to be treated badly 
and/or to treat others badly, it is easy to see how they can develop mental health 
difficulties as they grow older. Actions such as avoiding, withdrawing, blaming and 
comparing themselves unfavourably can then exacerbate these. Parents and teachers 
can help them develop resilience by using the ABC Coping Sentence to help the 
children acknowledge their feelings, see them as making sense and focus on helpful 
actions that they can take.  
 

7.20.  Some children will probably always treat other children badly. They may mirror 
what they see as acceptable behaviour from others in their life. In the past twenty-five 
years that I have been following the research on bullying, bullying itself has not gone 
away. There may even be a danger that by constantly exposing children to the word 
‘bullying’ we could be reinforcing it as an option. 
 

7.21.  My recommendation to you, the members of the Joint Committee is that we focus 
on how we can help school children develop resilience. We help them to acknowledge 
their feelings of hurt. We help them to see these as making sense, rather than 
something to be ashamed off. We help them to recognise and manage unhelpful 
thoughts. We help them to question their beliefs. Most of all, we deliberately focus on 
helping them to see that they have options and we help them to take helpful actions. 
We can do this by a fundamental societal shift through education at all levels. This 



 9 

does not involve another programme. It involves another way of thinking and acting. 
It involves challenging beliefs.   
 

7.22.  There are too many children, teenagers and adults who believe that they deserve to 
be treated badly. They do not. There are also too many children, teenagers and adults 
who believe that they have a right to treat others badly. They do not. Let’s turn things 
around and reduce the impact of bullying on mental health by using CBT principles to 
develop resilience.   
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Introduction 

The National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre (ABC) is a University designated 

research centre located in DCU’s Institute of Education. The Centre is known globally for its 

research excellence in bullying and online safety. It is home to scholars with a global reputation 

as leaders in the field. The work of the Centre builds on 25 years of research. Researchers at 

ABC were the first in Ireland to undertake research on school, workplace, homophobic and 

cyber bullying. The Centre hosts the UNESCO Chair on Tackling Bullying in Schools and 

Cyberspace and the International Journal on Bullying Prevention.  

The aim of ABC is to contribute to solving the real-world problems of bullying and online 

safety through collaboration with an extensive community of academic and industry 

partnerships. The extent of our resources and the collaboration between disciplines drive 

quality education, understanding and innovation in this field. The objectives of the Centre are 

aligned to support the UN’s overarching goal to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality 

education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all by 2030 (SDG4) and supports the 

implementation of the Government of Ireland’s Action Plan on Bullying (2013), Action Plan 

for Online Safety (2018-2019), the Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice 

(2018-2023), and the Health and Safety Authority’s Code of Practice for Employers and 

Employees on the Prevention of Workplace Bullying (2007).  
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Summary  

School bullying is a broad term that encompasses many different types of negative 

behaviours. It can include physically hurting someone, verbally abusing them and/or ignoring 

or creating rumours about the target. Given the amount of time school students spend online, 

it also relates to victimisation in online spaces which can be just as varied in form. For example, 

it relates to cyber hate, trolling and the non-consensual sharing of sexual imagery. These are 

only examples and it is important that we understand that there are many forms that bullying 

can take both online and offline. Regardless of the form, school bullying is when one person 

repeatedly targets another person with an intent to cause harm. The bully typically shows some 

power over the target (e.g., physical strength, popularity or technological skills). 

While trying to understand the phenomena of school bullying, research has provided 

much needed insights into child and adolescent development, such as the association of child-

hood trauma and psychopathology in later life. Children do not develop in isolation, they both 

actively shape and are shaped by the social worlds in which they live. A child’s personality, 

interests and activities are firmly located in the interactions between a child and the network or 

system to which each child belongs (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In this way, exposure to 

harassment or negative actions in childhood can directly influence their social and emotional 

development. School bullying provides the best example of this.  

Experiences of bullying in childhood and adolescence are related to poorer mental 

health of our students that often continues into adulthood. Buffering the negative social, 

emotional and psychological implications of bullying is therefore a cost-effective and 

appropriate manner to influence and reduce individuals using mental health services, the 

criminal system and/or dropping out of the education system.  
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What is School Bullying?  

The most prevalent definition of bullying is one put forward by Olweus (1997) who 

defined it as when “a student is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the 

part of one or more students”. To constitute bullying behaviour there must also be an imbalance 

in power between the bully and his/her target(s). Cyberbullying refers to when this negative 

behaviour occurs online or using technology or mobile phones (Smith et al., 2008). The core 

elements of intentionality, repetitiveness and power imbalance hold true for the definition of 

cyberbullying. However, the methods and means of causing harm vary greatly. Cyberbullying 

can consist of threats, verbal abuse, the non-consensual spreading of images and videos, 

defamation and identity threat. In addition, posting a video or an image of someone online 

once, but in a manner that can be shared several times, constitutes cyberbullying. The invasive 

nature of a cyberbullying incident in that it can happen in one’s own home and the potential 

for a larger audience, can contribute to increased levels of shame, embarrassment, humiliation 

and a feeling of a lack of control for the victim. It can also make it more difficult to prove a 

cyberbullying incident, as the identity of the bully can be kept anonymous and there are often 

no witnesses to the initial posting or sharing of the photo, video or information.  

It is important to note, that while we often distinguish between online and offline 

bullying, this does not always serve to understand the nuances of young people’s lives. We 

know that most school students do not distinguish bullying in this manner and in many cases, 

students can be targeted both online and offline at the same time. As such, the term school 

bullying is used here to refer bullying in the broader sense that includes online and offline 

bullying. 

 

How Prevalent is School Bullying? 

One extensive review of all Irish studies found that 22.4% of primary students and 

11.8% of post-primary students have experienced some form of bullying (Foody, Samara & 

O’Higgins Norman, 2017). This figure changes when we look at specific types of bullying and 

when we consider different students. For example, our research shows that girls are more likely 

than boys to experience sexual victimisation online and this is more often at the hands of 

someone their own age (Foody et al., 2020). Some students such as gifted students (Laffan et 

al.,2019), students with special educational needs (Feijóo et al., 2020) and LJBTQ+ students 

(Earnshaw et al., 2017) are at an increased risk for being targets of school bullying (Laffan et 

al., 2019). Importantly, a recent study at ABC argues that contextual factors such as school 

culture and ethos are essential when considering bullying rates (Kuldas et al., in preparation).  

 

Mental Health Implications of School Bullying 

There is no doubt that involvement in school bullying has negative consequences for 

the mental health of students. One review of the Irish literature found ten studies linking 

bullying to mental health consequences (Foody et al., 2017). Specifically, school bullying was 

associated with lower self-esteem (O’Moore & Kirkham, 2001), lower life satisfaction 

(Callaghan et al., 2015), poorer wellbeing (Devine & Lloyd, 2012; McGuckin, 2010) and 

higher anxiety, depression and thoughts of self-harm (James et al., 2003; McMahon et al., 
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2010). Our own research at ABC of over 2000 12-16 year olds in Irish schools found negative 

mental health implications for both victims and bullies (Foody et al., 2019). In addition, we 

found it is associated with stress and loneliness (Laffan et al., in preparation). 

These are only a sample of the many studies available documenting the negative mental 

health consequences of school bullying on both victims and bullies. If we look to the 

international literature, we see that the effects of school bullying extend into other areas we 

might not yet have considered such as drug misuse (Ttofi et al., 2016), In addition, bullying 

often leads to more violence, increases the risk of carrying a weapon to school and places a 

higher burden on the emergency services (Ybarra et al., 2007; Waseem et al., 2013). 

 Overall, these outcomes demonstrate the need for school bullying to be considered high 

risk experiences for the immediate and the later development of mental health problems in 

children and young people. Indeed, appropriate early intervention could reduce the number of 

individuals presenting to mental health services in the future. The literature suggests that all 

young children and adolescents who are exposed to bullying should be considered high risk for 

the development of psychological problems at some stage in their life. 

 

Reporting and Interventions 

Principals in Ireland have been given a mandate to address bullying through the Anti-

Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2013). One study conducted at 

ABC investigated the extent to which Irish principals considered the impact of bullying on their 

students and the steps they took to respond. The results indicated that principals are well aware 

of the negative impact of bullying, yet only half of our sample of over 900 principals had 

appointed a designated person to tackle bullying in their school. In the same study, less than 

half of the principals had researched and identified a specific anti-bullying programme to use 

when dealing with bullying in their schools (Foody et al., 2018).  

There are many interventions that schools can take to tackle bullying. Programmes such 

as the FUSE programme at ABC are showing promising results particularly when it comes to 

students feeling safe in online spaces and having confidence to seek support from parents and 

educators. Yet, they are preventative measures and are not designed as a psychological tool to 

support victims of bullying. More psychological supports need to be made available to our 

young people to be able to support them in times of crisis. 

One reason for negative mental health implications could be that many young people 

choose to suffer in silence and do not report the bullying. Unpublished research at the ABC 

found that 17.7% of victims of school bullying said they had not told anyone about the 

experience. For the other students who did report telling someone about it, only 8% said they 

told an adult at school and 2.9% said their school tutor (Foody & O’Higgins Norman, in 

preparation).  This leaves our young people in a lonely and isolated space which can be very 

damaging for their mental health. Our study of principals shows that this could be a systemic 

problem as only 40% of principals agreed that pupils in their school could access qualified 

counsellors when they experienced bullying. In parallel, we know the importance of friendships 

in acting as a buffer to the negative effects of bullying (Foody et al., 2019). There needs to be 

increased access to mental health supports for victims of bullying in conjunction with 
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awareness raising on the importance and usefulness for talking and sharing problems with 

friends and peers. 

  

Recommendations 

UNESCO recently published new guidelines on how to tackle school violence and 

bullying. International research suggests that successful initiatives aimed at tackling school 

bullying are delivered as part of a whole-school approach. However, these whole-school based 

initiatives have been limited in their success because they have failed to recognise that the local 

school exists within a wider education system and community that is supported and maintained 

by society. Consequently, UNESCO now proposes that an effective response to bullying should 

be described as a “whole-education approach”. A whole-education approach ensures that local 

school initiatives recognise the importance of the interconnectedness of the school with the 

wider community including education, technological and societal systems, values and 

pressures, all of which can impact on the prevalence and type of offline and online bullying 

that occurs in a school and how we respond to it. 

 

With this in mind the following specific recommendations are presented for your consideration: 

 We suggest that further funding should be provided to the National Anti-Bullying 

Research Centre to adequately investigate the impact of school bullying. There are a 

small number of studies investigating mental health implications of school bullying but 

the role of bullying in wider social issues is under-researched in Ireland. For example, 

there is no evidence as to how many young people who are using the Child and Mental 

Health Services have experienced bullying in Ireland. In addition, the rate to which 

school bullying contributes to wider violence in our society, inter-partner and domestic 

violence, homelessness, racism and/or hate crimes is not established in Ireland. This is 

also the case for early school leaving, truancy and drug misuse, despite international 

research suggesting these are key issues. 

 School bullying includes online victimisation and school students are often able to use 

the most current and contemporary methods to hurt and bully each other. As such, 

having a student task force or panel of young people who can document the most recent 

concerns of young people will mean our interventions and approaches are relevant and 

up to date. ABC is working to create a children’s task force to inform all of our research 

and supports. Such an approach could also be adopted by stakeholders such as the 

Department of Education. 

 There needs to be increased access to mental health supports and services for young 

people. This relates to supports in schools such as student counsellors and services in 

the wider community (e.g., Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services). A 

community based multi-disciplinary approach to the delivery of these services is key 

(Downes, 2010). They should be easily and quickly accessed by young people. 

 In addition to anti-bullying programmes, schools should consider other psychological 

strategies such as mindfulness which have positive implications for the mental health 

of students (Foody & Samara, 2018). This fits with the agenda of the current Wellbeing 
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Policy Statement and Framework for Practice 2018-2023 and recognises that school 

bullying needs to be addressed in a holistic manner outside of the standard punishment 

and reinforcement model sometimes adopted by schools. 

 The Action Plan on Bullying (2013) is eight years old at this stage and needs to be 

updated. School bullying has changed rapidly in recent years due to the amount of time 

young people spend online. New methods for bullying (e.g., image sharing) and 

appropriate responses are not considered enough in the current plan.  

 The Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Principals need to include all the forms 

bullying can take. The recently published UNESCO guidelines for tackling school 

bullying argue that the current definition of bullying falls short in documenting the 

range of victimisation experiences that can happen today.  For example, ethnicity-based 

bullying is not clearly articulated nor is the impact this can have on ethnic minorities 

like members of the Travelling community. As suggested in the previous point, an audit 

or review of current practices is needed to ensure that the guidance to principals is in 

line with best practice. 

 Teachers should be trained in determining the signs of bullying, preventative measures 

and appropriate interventions. This could be embedded in initial teacher education 

programmes or there should be funding for continuous professional development.  

 Encouraging and appreciating the full diversity of friendships and positive peer 

relationships should be considered a valued objective for schools and the wider 

community. Friendships are a powerful and simple tool to lower the risk of bullying 

and to buffer the negative effects of victimisation if it happens. 
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1. ABOUT BARNARDOS  

Barnardos mission is to deliver services and work with families, communities, and our partners to 

transform the lives of vulnerable children who are affected by adverse childhood experiences. 

Barnardos provides practical and emotional supports to children and parents in its 40 centres, in 

families’ own homes, through the school environment and within their communities. 

Barnardos’ vision is a country where every child can reach their full potential. 

1.1 Our Purpose 

• To provide support for children, young people and families in need; 

• Promote and provide assistance towards the education of children and young people in social or 

economic disadvantage; 

• To provide services for and promote and advance the welfare of children, young people and their 

families whose lives have been affected by economic, social or other disadvantage or loss. 

1.2 How we Work  

In 2018, Barnardos adopted a trauma informed approach in their work with vulnerable children and 

families. This means bringing a holistic mind, body and heart approach to our work and drawing on 

recent progress in the understanding of human development and how the brain works. 

In 2020 we delivered a range of services to 17,918 vulnerable children and families. Our services 

include: 

• Work with Children: We work directly with children in a variety of ways to build resilience and 

improve each child’s social and emotional development, through individual work, group work, 

early years services and early intervention. 

• Work with Families: We work with families providing support and services to enhance family well-

being and strengthen parenting capacity to reduce problems later in a child’s life (Partnership with 

Parents, Family Support, Teen Parenting Support, Family Welfare Conference, Homemaker 

Service, Parent and Toddler Groups) 

• Work in Schools (expanded below): We work in schools providing services before, during and 

after school hours to support children in their education (Breakfast Clubs, Afterschool Clubs, Roots 

of Empathy, Online Safety Programme, Wizards of Words, Friendship Group) 

• Work in Communities: Barnardos’ work with children and families is underpinned by an ecological 

approach - the child is considered within the context of his immediate family, extended family, 

friends, community and socio-economic environment.  

For the purpose of this submission, we focus on our work with, and within schools, and share our 

learned understanding through our family and community services of the impact of bullying on mental 

health.  
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1.3 Our work in Schools 
 

1.3.1 Roots of Empathy 

Since 2011, Barnardos has been leading and managing the delivery of Roots of Empathy (ROE) in 

Ireland, a social and emotional learning programme for primary schools, which has reached 18,631 

children aged 5 - 13 across the country. This evidence based programme, which originated 25 years 

ago in Canada, has grown from ten to over 200 annual programmes across 20 counties in Ireland. Its 

success is due to its unique approach to engaging children in its aim to support the development of 

empathy and reduce levels of aggression, by bringing a  baby and parent from the local community 

into the classroom. Children learn to be kind and practice empathy by watching the loving interaction 

between parent and baby and watch the infant grow and develop.  

Independent research across several countries has consistently found that ROE reduces levels of 

bullying and aggression and promotes children's prosocial behaviours by developing emotional 

literacy, which includes developing the skills to recognise, manage, and express feelings. These skills 

are integral to the ability to regulate emotions. Children who can regulate their emotions are less likely 

to suffer from childhood psychological difficulties, including anxiety and depression. In 2016, feedback 

from ROE participating schools told us that 90% of teachers agreed that as a result of ROE, students 

are more empathic to one another. Similarly, an increase in prosocial behaviours was reported with 

97% of teachers agreeing that students showed more behaviours like sharing, helping and 

cooperating; and 86% of teachers agreed that students were more supportive in resolving conflicts 

involving classmates by the end of the programme. Prosocial behaviours are also important as they 

improve the quality of relationships, which together with perceived social support, greatly increases 

resilience and protects against negative and stressful experiences.  

The programme has been so successful that it has been embedded into various anti-bullying school 

policies in schools. It is delivered in partnership with school staff, School Completion staff and local 

community groups and it is supported by a solid framework of research, a reputable curriculum; and 

professional training and mentoring. 

1.3.2 Barnardos Breakfast Clubs and Afterschool Clubs  

The overall aim of these services is not just to provide children with a nutritious breakfast and a safe 

space before and after school, but also with the opportunity to engage in activities that lend to 

positive peer interactions. They support improved social and emotional wellbeing and capacity for 

learning and development, and school readiness, by providing a structured routine before school day 

in a positive environment leading to improved concentration and school attendance. The service 

strives to support children in their social, emotional and educational development through activities 

that enhance their skills in areas like problem solving and negotiating. The group also encourages 

children to have a voice, to feel valued and included, and to learn while having fun.  

1.3.3 Friendship Groups  

Friendship Group is an evidence-based group work programme that helps children who are 

experiencing difficulty making and keeping friends to develop the skills they need to interact 

appropriately with their peer group. Informed by over 20 years of research the programme 

incorporates proven strategies that build children’s prosocial and play skills and strengthen their self-
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regulation, interpersonal problem-solving, and anger coping skills. Friendship Group works with 

small groups of children in a fun and interactive way, where children get the opportunity and support 

to learn and practise the skills necessary to make and maintain friendships. An evaluation carried out 

in 2008-09 of the implementation of the Friendship Group in Barnardos showed promising outcomes 

in the area of pro-social behaviours as reported by coaches, parents, teachers and the children 

themselves. Typical skills that were developed by children who participated in the programme 

included an increased capacity to name and talk about their feelings and emotions, greater 

confidence, sharing with others and cooperative play, all key components linked to lower risk of 

bullying and victimisation. 

1.3.4 Online Safety Programme 

Barnardos Online Safety Programme (OSP), supported by Google.org, was launched in 2019 with an 

ambitious target of 75,000 children (8-12 year olds), parents and teachers over 5 years in primary 

schools, with a focus on DEIS schools. To date, we have reached 9,200 children and 683 parents and 

teachers with a combination of face-to-face and online workshops. This preventative programme of 

workshops in schools takes a positive approach to online safety and aims to provide children with age 

specific critical thinking capacity, therefore empowering them to make good decisions online.  

Our work in these programmes combined with our continued work in supporting parents and children 

for over 50 years in Ireland, has given us a wealth of experience and a very good understanding of the 

issue of school bullying and the damaging effects it can have. School bullying takes place in a context 

heavily influenced by  in the community and vice versa. The issues that affect a community permeate 

every fibre of a child’s school life and their experiences in the school environs go beyond the school 

gates and follow them home, and vice versa.  

 

2. OVERVIEW OF SCHOOL BULLYING IN A COMMUNITY CONTEXT 

 
2.1 Definition of Bullying 

 

There is a common agreement that bullying is unwanted negative behaviour which includes repetition, 

intentionality and a power imbalance1. This behaviour can be verbal, psychological or physical and can 

be perpetrated by one or many individuals and, in most recent times, often involves use of cyberspace. 

School bullying can present in many varied ways, from violent attacks to exclusion from friendships or 

games. In some of the school programmes Barnardos provides, children have shared their experiences 

of being regularly excluded from games, large birthday parties and playdates, friendship groups or 

Whatsapp groups. They also mention constant negative comments that their peers may leave on 

TikTok or YouTube videos, or hurtful gossip amongst their peers. On occasion, they have also referred 

to instances when physical violence was used against them or their property, including times when 

this was recorded online and published on social media. 

 
1 Ersilia Menesini & Christina Salmivalli (2017) Bullying in schools: the state of knowledge and effective interventions, 

Psychology, Health & Medicine, 22:sup1, 240-253, https://doi.org/10.1080/13548506.2017.127974 
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2.2 Prevalence 

In a recent national study of Youth Mental Health in Ireland carried out by UCD and Jigsaw, which 

involved 19,000 young people, it was found that 39% of adolescents had reported having been bullied 

at some point in their lives. Of these, 49% had experienced it within the previous 4-5 years,  10% within 

the year prior to the study, 4% in the last six months, and 4% on a weekly (2%) or daily basis (2%). The 

form in which they reported having been bullied varied from 79% verbally, 52% emotionally and, 

finally, 23% physically. Young people reported schools as the  most common place to experience 

bullying with a 73%; 12% of bullying was by text, online or by phone; 3% experienced it at home, while 

12% said elsewhere such as local sports clubs2. 

2.3 Inter-agency Approaches to School Bullying 

In recent years, there has been a move by the Department of Education towards a more holistic 

approach to the issue of school bullying, by promoting the introduction of anti-bullying school policies. 

These have been embraced at whole school level (students, staff, parents and boards of 

management), and it is positive to hear that National Anti-Bullying Procedures for schools (published 

in 2013), are currently being implemented by all 4,000 primary and post primary schools in the 

country. 

However, there is an argument for moving beyond this and giving community partners more of a role 

in responding to school bullying. Interactions between school, home, community and other factors 

such as culture and media means that, for example, in communities where diversity, violence or family 

feuds may be an ongoing issue, this will more than likely filter into the school. Community partners 

already have a solid experience based understanding of the issues affecting those communities and 

can be an effective support to schools. Much of the foundation work is already there, with the role 

Home School Community Liaison Coordinators and organisations like Barnardos playing a key role in 

supporting schools; but it is crucial that we acknowledge the importance of continuing in that 

direction. 

A 2018 study exploring principals’ responses to bullying and their needs in relation to provision and 

implementation of anti-bullying policies, highlighted needs in certain areas such as an increased access 

to counsellors and staff training. In the same report, the vast majority of Principals surveyed agreed 

the importance of forming multidisciplinary teams of teachers and other professionals to come 

together “to provide support for students  and  their  families  who experience  extreme  levels  of  

socio-economic  inequality  which  may  result  in  bullying”3 with this figure increasing to 97% in 

relation to DEIS schools. This type of multidisciplinary teams are not only a feature of good practice 

but also are recommended by the EU commission, and points at a need to develop similar teams with 

a focus on school bullying in Ireland. 

 

 
2 Dooley, B, O’Connor, C, Fitzgerald, A, & O’Reilly, A, (2019). My World Survey 2. The National Study of Youth Mental Health in Ireland. 

Published by University College Dublin School of Psychology and Jigsaw, the National Centre for Youth Mental Health, Dublin, Ireland. 
Available from: http://www.myworldsurvey.ie/content/docs/My_World_Survey_2.pdf 
3 Mairéad Foody, Helena Murphy, Paul Downes & James O’Higgins Norman (2018), Link:  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859?tab=permissions&scroll=top 

 



 
 

5 
 

3. THE IMPACT OF BULLYING ON MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING 

The Department of Education’s Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (DES 2018-

23) tells us that “wellbeing is comprised of many interrelated aspects including being active, 

responsible, connected, resilient, appreciated, respected and aware” (DES & NCCA, 2017). In 

Barnardos we believe that heart, body and mind are interconnected and our work is designed and 

delivered with this in mind. Thus, when exploring the impact of school bullying on mental health, we 

must consider the impact in the context of the whole child. 

Though research and literature has largely focused on prevalence rather than effects4 , we have 

enough data and experience to ascertain that it can have devastating short and long-term effects. 

Moreover, it can have serious repercussions for not only the perpetrators and the victims, but also for 

the often forgotten bystanders5. Its ripple effect can and often extends as far as families, and has the 

potential to affect the whole school community, making it unquestionably a societal concern if not 

dealt with effectively. 

While the intensity of the effects on children may vary, bullying can have a significant impact not only 

on their mental health but also on other areas of their wellbeing, as well as their healthy development, 

ultimately preventing them from reaching their full potential. 

What research has been telling us for decades is that ‘victimisation’ (those who experience bullying) 

is associated with social, psychological, physical health problems and suicidal ideations, while 

‘bullying’ (those who perpetrate bullying) has been linked to anger, criminal behaviour, and suicidal 

ideations6 . In more recent years, new research has also emerged highlighting how bullying not only 

has a negative impact on the emotional, behavioural and physical health, but also on the architecture 

of our brain (Rivara F, Le Menestrel S, editors. 2016). This new argument is underpinned by our 

growing understanding of the neurobiological and health consequences that Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACE’s) can have on individuals – a concept that informs much of Barnardos practice. 

3.1 Impact on Mental Health 

How does this present in a child? Those who are bullied are at increased risk for mental health 

problems such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, self-harm and eating disorders (which may be 

developed as a coping mechanism), and in some instances heightened suicidal ideations and/or 

attempts. The mental health consequences can also be severe and long lasting and links between 

experiences of bullying as a child and the development of social anxiety and depression in adulthood 

have been documented7 . 

 
4 Randa, R., Reyns, B. W., & Nobles, M. R. (2019). Measuring the Effects of Limited and Persistent School Bullying Victimization: Repeat 
Victimization, Fear, and Adaptive Behaviors. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 34(2), 392–415. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260516641279 
5 Polanin, J. R., Espelage, D. L., & Pigott, T. D. (2012). A Meta-Analysis of School-Based Bullying Prevention Programs’ Effects on Bystander 

Intervention Behavior. School Psychology Review, 41(1), 47–65. https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2012.12087375 
6 Chester, K. L., Callaghan, M., Cosma, A., Donnelly, P., Craig, W., Walsh, S., & Molcho, M. (2015). Cross-national time trends in bullying 

victimization in 33 countries among children aged 11, 13 and 15 from 2002 to 2010. European Journal of Public Health, 25(Supp2), 61–64. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckv029 
7 Lereya, Suzet Tanya, Copeland, William E, Costello, E Jane, Wolke, Dieter 2015.  Adult mental health consequences of peer bullying and 

maltreatment in childhood: two cohorts in two countries Crossref DOI link: https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(15)00165-0 Published: 
2015-06 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260516641279
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2012.12087375
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Children who suffer bullying continue to suffer victimisation as an after-effect of bullying in the form 

of a lingering internal victimisation, which affects their thoughts, feelings and behaviour in relation to 

themselves and others long after the bullying experience. This explains the higher risk of presenting 

with psychological and social problems as adults8  

3.2 Physical and Social Wellbeing 

In terms of physical wellbeing, psychosomatic health problems may appear. These could include 
headaches, poor appetite, poor sleep, abdominal pain, dizziness, fatigue, musculoskeletal pain, sore 
throats, cough and colds, being some of the ailments which have been recorded9. Links have also been 
found between bullying perpetration and victimisation and the development of risk behaviours in the 
future such as drinking, illegal substance use and smoking10. 

Finally, in relation to social wellbeing, children may present with difficulty making friends, sense of 

belonging or being accepted and problems adjusting to school. Children may also develop self-

protecting strategies (like self-isolating, introverting, social shield-ing, turning off emotions and self-

inhibiting) and present with school avoidance. A 2017 study by the National Anti-Bullying Research 

and Resource Centre highlighted the risk that bullying can have on early school leaving as reported by 

Irish Principals. In addition, lingering feelings of insecurity, lack of self-confidence  and  social fears 

may prevent them in the future from pursuing things they really want to do, while self-protecting 

strategies may bring difficulties  in  trusting  others  and  showing  their  feelings  in  front  of  other  

people in the future.   

3.3 Ripple Effect 

Children’s increased use of cyberspace has also brought new trends and behaviours in the area of 

bullying, which have been reported as worrying in recent times, with some expert advice warning us 

that this relatively new form of bullying can be more harmful than traditional forms of bullying, due 

to its nature it has a larger audience (with a multiplied bystander effect) and longer time reach11. This 

appears to be in line with the concerns that school staff have been sharing with Barnardos teams in 

relation to the effect that cyberbullying has had in school communities across the country in both 

urban and rural areas. Principals have reached out to Barnardos looking for programmes to help them 

respond to their concerns. 

In line with this, our Barnardos Online Safety Programme team recently carried out a survey amongst 

staff to gain a better understanding of what the issues ‘on the ground’ affecting families are.  

“Becoming involved in cyberbullying incidents of their children” in the form of parents responding on 

behalf of their child, was highlighted as one of the issues, which again, demonstrates the ripple effect 

that bullying, can have. 

 
8 Robert Thornberg, Karolina Halldin, Natalie Bolmsjö & Annelie Petersson (2013) Victimising of school bullying: a grounded theory, 

Research Papers in Education, 28:3, 309-329, 
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080%2F02671522.2011.641999 
9 Sansone, R. A., & Sansone, L. A. (2008). Bully victims: psychological and somatic aftermaths. Psychiatry (Edgmont (Pa. : Township)), 5(6), 
62–64. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2695751/ 
10 Chester KL, Callaghan M, Cosma A, Donnelly P, Craig W, Walsh S, Molcho M. Cross-national time trends in bullying victimization in 33 
countries among children aged 11, 13 and 15 from 2002 to 2010. Eur J Public Health. 2015 Apr;25 Suppl 2:61-4. doi: 
10.1093/eurpub/ckv029. PMID: 25805790. 
11 Nixon C. L. (2014). Current perspectives: the impact of cyberbullying on adolescent health. Adolescent health, medicine and therapeutics, 
5, 143–158. https://doi.org/10.2147/AHMT.S36456 
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Studies in relation to bystanders found that they are also affected by this ripple effect. Witnessing 

bullying can be described as traumatising and when this happens over time, the effects on the 

bystanders’ mental health is also impacted, potentially presenting with increased anxiety and 

depression 12 . This highlights the importance of considering universal interventions that include 

bystanders. 

 

4. RECOMMENDATIONS  

There is little doubt that preventative work does not often receive the attention and investment it 

deserves. Preparing children for life and all its complexities, changes, disappointments, means giving 

them the best chance to achieve their full potential. Children need to learn and develop not just 

cognitive skills but also emotional and social skills such as empathy, critical thinking, problem solving, 

persistence, and self-regulation. Skills that are essential in the development of prosocial behaviours 

and play a crucial role in the development and maintenance of interpersonal relationships and their 

likelihood to be involved in bullying. Much of the development of these skills happen at home and in 

the early years of children’s lives. However, this development does not happen by chance and needs 

to be nurtured and supported. 

4.1 Early Years Programmes 

Our work with Early Years imparting our Tus Maith programme focuses on supporting children to 

learn, develop, and increase their readiness for school. Children are supported throughout the day to 

make choices, carry out tasks, solve their own problems and resolve any conflicts with their peers. 

Through play, children are offered opportunities to practise the skills of identifying and expressing 

their emotions and perspective taking. A process evaluation of Tús Maith undertaken in 2009 showed 

improvements in all areas for the participating children, who had developed their capacity to identify 

and articulate their feelings (emotional literacy), had increased their awareness of the feelings of 

others, and had improved their social skills (by being better able to share and take turns). 

Recommendation 1: Continued investment in the area of early childhood education is needed, 

particularly focusing on support to the more vulnerable children, to ensure children are socially and 

emotionally ready for school. 

4.2 Supporting through Schools 

Breakfast Clubs and Homework Clubs, such as those provided by Barnardos, support improved social 

and emotional wellbeing and provide a support outlet where children feel safe and comfortable to 

share.  This positively impacts on peer to peer relationships and understanding, and the benefits of 

these clubs are clearly recognised amongst schools.  

Friendship Group, an evidence-based group work programme helps children develop an increased 

capacity to name and talk about their feelings and emotions, greater confidence, sharing with others 

and cooperative play, all key components linked to lower risk of bullying and victimisation. 

 
12 Evans, C., Smokowski, P. R., Rose, R. A., Mercado, M. C., & Marshall, K. J. (2018). Cumulative Bullying Experiences, Adolescent Behavioral 
and Mental Health, and Academic Achievement: An Integrative Model of Perpetration, Victimization, and Bystander Behavior. Journal of 
child and family studies, 27, 10.1007/s10826-018-1078-4. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1078-4 
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Roots of Empathy adopts a universal in-school approach that has been found to reduce levels of 

bullying and aggression and promote children's prosocial behaviours by developing emotional literacy. 

The programme requires the development of partnerships at local level, training of professionals and 

volunteers, and the provision of tailored supports to ensure its efficiency. 

Recommendation 3: Provide a dedicated funding pot to schools to enable them to choose to work 

with external organisations to provide Club based supports, with an emphasis on schools in 

disadvantaged communities.  

Recommendation 4: Investment in training and provision of supports for the efficient implementation 

and growth of large scale evidence based universal programmes similar to Roots of Empathy, and 

targeted evidence based interventions like Friendship Group. 

4.3 Supporting Parents 

By and large, children who experience positive family relationships, high levels of parental support, 

and whose needs are met, are less likely to be involved in bullying. Equally, a positive home experience 

helps children build resilience and be better prepared for life. In Barnardos, we understand that 

families play a key role in children’s overall wellbeing and social and emotional development, and are 

the first and most influential educators in children’s development of prosocial skills, ability to form 

relationships, develop a sense of self and belonging, which are also some of the risk factors for both 

bullying and victimisation. Our Partnership with Parents (PwP) programme is designed to support 

parents to build their parenting skills, which in turn supports the child to develop a positive sense of 

self, be able to express their feelings, show empathy and build resilience.  

Recommendation 5: Follow through on the commitment for investment in family support services, 

specifically those working within communities. It is through targeted resourced family support, that 

children grow and learn in a home environment that enables them to navigate and manage school 

conflicts.   

4.4 Community Involvement 

Community partners already have a solid experience based understanding of the issues affecting those 

communities who have been impacted by bullying through the ripple effect, and can be an effective 

support to schools. Much of the foundation work is already there, with the role Home School 

Community Liaison Coordinators and organisations like Barnardos playing a key role in supporting 

schools; but it is crucial that we acknowledge the importance of continuing in that direction and build 

on the foundations currently in place.  

Recommendation 6: Build on current community support systems and develop multidisciplinary 

teams combining expertise and knowledge from schools and the community, with a focus on school 

bullying. 

 

 

 



 
 

9 
 

4.5 Online Bullying 

The use of online channels as a means to interact continues to increase at a phenomenal rate among 

young people and children. A recent survey (2020)13 conducted by Barnardos’ OSP team found that 

nearly every home had a laptop (96%), iPad or tablet (85%) or mobile phone (90%). The most common 

ages for children to receive their first phone was between 10 and 12 years. Online safety programmes 

should give children the critical capacity to make smart decisions online and build a community of 

resilient, positive and kind online users. Children need to know how to keep safe on the internet and 

they speak to an adult they trust if there are issues.  

In the same survey, 64% of children told us they would like the Government to provide more classes 

in schools on online safety, while 80% of parents felt the government should be prioritising the 

provision of online safety education in schools.  

Recommendation 7: Develop a comprehensive digital literacy programme for children in formal and 

non-formal education settings. Include digital literacy and online safety education in the Social 

Personal and Health Education (SPHE) curriculum in an age appropriate way across the primary, junior 

and senior cycles. Curriculum development should include training and resources for teachers to 

facilitate professional development and skills in the area of online safety education. 

 

 

5. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

School bullying is undeniably not a new issue and, while Ireland may not fare badly compared to other 

jurisdictions, we listen to children and families we work with, and understand that every case can 

potentially have devastating and lasting effects on children so for us, every case counts. 

Barnardos experience working with children and families for nearly 60 years in Ireland allows us 

apply a learned understanding of the behaviours and environments that can result in school bullying 

and how we can provide interventions to reduce to influence positive behaviours and improve living 

and school environments. We apply our trauma informed approach and understanding of adverse 

childhood experiences (ACE’s) to highlight the importance of intervention from an early age to build 

resilience and positive peer to peer interaction.  

The purpose of this submission is to explore and highlight the extent of the impact that school bullying 

can have on children’s wellbeing (encompassing mental, physical and social health), and how it can 

hinder their development into content, well-adjusted adults able to maintain positive, appropriate 

and long lasting relationships. Furthermore, we explore the ripple effect that bullying can have 

reaching out to families and bystanders; and how it is entrenched into a culture that goes beyond the 

school gates. 

Specifically we focus on how evidence based programmes that support the development of empathy 

and reduce levels of aggression produce positive results in the area of social and emotional 

 
13 Barnardos Online Safety Survey, 2020. https://www.barnardos.ie/news/2020/september/online-safety-should-be-key-part-of-primary-
school-curriculum 
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development. They also support the development of prosocial behaviours in particular, which are 

key in the prevention of bullying.   

While reviewing the interconnectedness of community, schools and the online world, we recognise 

that they cannot be looked at as separate entities in terms of bullying. We also make 

recommendations around the importance of community inter-agency work, the provision of solid 

family supports and specifically highlight the need for online safety classes that support young 

people to communicate with kindness online, by offering them the capacity to think critically, make 

smart choices and treat all users with respect.  

END 
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1. Executive Summary  

1.1 The ISPCC welcomes the opportunity to make this submission to the Department of Education, 

Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation & Science and is available to discuss further any 

of the recommendations raised within. 

1.2 It is the experience of the ISPCC that children today are struggling to cope with bullying, minding 

their mental health and other adversities they are inevitably going to encounter.  

1.3 In no way is bullying acceptable and it should not be tolerated – no matter how resilient a child 

seems to be, no one should ever have to tolerate being bullied, nor should it be accepted that they 

will automatically ‘bounce back’ from the experience.  

1.4 The research is clear that school bullying does have an impact on children’s mental health, with 

this impact sometimes lasting into adulthood.  

1.5 Schools need additional, targeted human resources and evidence-based programmes if they are 

to meaningfully combat bullying. This includes a fit-for-purpose curriculum reflected in teacher 

training capacity.  

2. Introduction  

2.1 This submission is based on the ISPCC’s experience of delivering services to children and families 

all over Ireland, as well as advocating on behalf of children and consulting young people on the 

processes which affect them. Through our suite of Childline services, children and young people tell 

us first-hand about the experiences of their daily lives. In the ISPCC’s operational year (October 

2019-September 2020), the Childline Phone services received 265,952 contacts and answered 

206,348 contacts, with Childline Online services receiving 34,710 contacts, while the Childline 

Therapeutic Support Service worked with 458 children; the mental health impact from school 

bullying featured across these services.  

2.2 The focus of ISPCC’s Childline Therapeutic Support Service is to strengthen the resilience of any 

child who engages with it. ‘Resilience is the capability of individuals or systems (such as families, 

groups or communities) to cope successfully in the face of significant adversity and risk’ (Lyons et al, 

1998).  

2.3 Strengthening children’s resilience is at the core of the work the ISPCC Childline does. It is 

imperative that children are afforded an opportunity to strengthen this skill in order to be better 

able to cope with life’s inevitable adversities, including being able to address school bullying in a way 

that limits the impact such an experience has on their mental health, and that allows them to 

‘bounce back’ better.  

2.4 Irrespective of the reason for referral to the ISPCC’s Childline Therapeutic Support Service and 

the presentations of children to our Childline Listening service, anxiety and the inability to cope is a 

constant. We can only speculate as to why this generation of children are finding it more and more 

difficult to cope with what life is throwing at them – and it’s not just the big things, it’s the little 

things: one thing is very clear – our children are struggling.  
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2.5 In the appendix of this submission the ISPCC has shared its ‘Shield’ Anti-bullying Programme. This 

programme was developed by the ISPCC in response to an increasing demand by schools for talks on 

bullying, advice on ways to address incidences of bullying, and increasing referrals for children who 

were involved in bullying incidences.  

3. Key Issues 

ISPCC Experience  

3.1 In our experience the response a child gets when they raise their bullying concern can have a 

positive or negative impact on their mental health – should a child not receive the support or advice 

from the structures a school has in place that should warrant same, this can be just as devastating as 

the incidence of bullying on their mental health. Schools’ anti-bullying policies need to be expressive 

in their actions, and not just words on a page.  

3.2 Some children are more resilient than others and can ‘cope’ better where bullying occurs. Other 

children who may already have vulnerabilities, an incidence of bullying can be step too far for them 

to be able to cope with. Every child is different, every child experiences an incidence of school 

bullying differently and the impact on every child’s mental health will be different. While recognising 

this fact and trying to have a one-policy response for all is difficult, a workable solution is to have a 

school operating under the policy that all children can be victims of bullying and all children have the 

potential to be perpetrators of bullying; and that all children need help and support to strengthen 

their resilience, on a continuum; a ‘no child left out’ policy.  

3.3 Children must see a school demonstrate that it does not tolerate bullying behaviour, 

demonstrate that anyone (victims and perpetrators) who is involved in a bullying incidence in the 

school will be offered the necessary supports. It is the demonstration of these actions from a 

preventative and early intervention measure that can lead to positive outcomes for children. 

Prevalence of Bullying 

3.4 According to Biswas and colleagues (2020)1, bullying victimisation is a current global public 

health concern, with the pooled global prevalence of bullying victimisation among adolescents aged 

12-17 on one or more days within the past 30 being 30.5%. The highest prevalence was observed in 

the Eastern Mediterranean Region and African region, while Europe reports the lowest prevalence at 

8.4%. 

3.5 The authors of Anti-bullying procedures for schools in Ireland: principals’ responses and 

perceptions2 cite that ‘[a] recent meta-analysis of all bullying studies on the island of Ireland found 

that 22.4% of students in primary schools and 11.8% in post-primary where victims of bullying’ while 

stating the paucity of longitudinal research into the long-term impacts this experience has on such 

victims.  

 
1 Biswas, T., Scott, J. G., Munir, K., Thomas, H. J., Huda, M. M., Hasan, M. M., ... & Mamun, A. A. (2020). Global variation in 
the prevalence of bullying victimisation amongst adolescents: Role of peer and parental supports. EClinicalMedicine, 20, 
100276.  
2 Mairéad Foody, Helena Murphy, Paul Downes & James O’Higgins Norman (2018): Anti-bullying procedures for schools in 
Ireland: principals’ responses and perceptions, Pastoral Care in Education, DOI: 10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859  

mailto:https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859
mailto:https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859
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Effect on Wellbeing 

3.6 Research has long attested to the fact that adolescents who experience bullying report higher 

levels of psychological symptoms and poorer educational, emotional, and social functioning than 

those who do not.3 4 More recently, however, research has focused on the effect that bullying has on 

the welfare of younger children. Using a sample of 6245 children (aged between 6-11 years), Husky 

and colleagues (2020) found that 14.3% of children were identified as bullies, 18.2% were identified 

as victims, and, interestingly, 19% were identified as both bullies and victims.5 Children who were 

included within these categories, and were therefore involved in some way with bullying, were 

highly likely to present with self-reported mental health problems. Specifically, 31.6% of those who 

were identified as bully-victims reported a disorder, while 25.4% of bullies and 23.1% of victims did. 

Additionally, bully-victim status was significantly associated with greater odds of presenting with 

generalised anxiety disorder, separation anxiety, depression, and phobia. However, victim status 

was only associated with generalised anxiety disorder and bully status with separation anxiety. 

3.7 Additionally, deLara (2019) conducted a qualitative inquiry with 72 graduate and undergraduate 

students in the US which explored the aftermath of childhood bullying for young adults in terms of 

their health, mental health, and relationship issues.6 Ultimately, childhood bullying was revealed to 

have lasting effects on (i) eating disorders, weight, and body image; (ii) relationship and trust issues, 

and; (iii) mental and psychological well-being. Specifically, anxiety, social anxiety, and depression 

were featured prominently as responses to bullying victimisation. Indeed, nine of the young adults 

interviewed described themselves as depressed or suffering from depression as a direct 

consequence of being bullied in childhood and five stated that this depression continued into 

adulthood. Of the nine who were depressed during childhood, four stated that they were also 

suicidal or had suicidal ideation. Further, five of the 72 students interviewed stated that they 

experienced PTSD as children as a direct consequence of the bullying they experienced. 

3.8 In their paper Considering mindfulness techniques in school-based anti-bullying programmes, 

Foody and Samara highlight the various mental health impacts victims and bully-victims experience.7 

These include anxiety; depression and suicidal behaviour; eating disorders; and lower self-esteem. 

The authors also cite lower school achievement; higher school delinquency; and school dropout as a 

result of such victimisation. 

Effect to Bystander of Bullying 

3.9 Research has shown that not only does bullying negatively affect the well-being of the victim, but 

also bystanders to bullying and the bully themselves. Based on an Irish population of students aged 

12-18 years old, Callaghan and colleagues (2019) used self-report measures to explore the impact of 

 
3 Arslan, S., Hallett, V., Akkas, E., & Akkas, O. A. (2012). Bullying and victimization among Turkish children and adolescents: 
examining prevalence and associated health symptoms. European journal of pediatrics, 171(10), 1549-1557  
4 Arseneault, L., Bowes, L., & Shakoor, S. (2010). Bullying victimization in youths and mental health problems:'much ado 
about nothing'?. Psychological medicine, 40(5), 717. 
5 Husky, M. M., Delbasty, E., Bitfoi, A., Carta, M. G., Goelitz, D., Koç, C., ... & Kovess-Masféty, V. (2020). Bullying 
involvement and self-reported mental health in elementary school children across Europe. Child abuse & neglect, 107, 
104601. 
6 deLara, E. W. (2019). Consequences of childhood bullying on mental health and relationships for young adults. Journal of 
Child and Family Studies, 28(9), 2379-2389. 
7 JOURNAL OF NEW APPROACHES IN EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 
Vol. 7. No. 1. January 2018. pp. 3–9 ISSN: 2254-7339 DOI: 10.7821/naer.2018.1.253  
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being a bystander to bullying on health outcomes.8 Within this sample of 7522 students in Ireland, 

13.3% of participants reported being a bully, 25.1% reported being a victim, and 30.5% reported that 

they had seen an occurrence of bullying. When compared to non-bystanders, bystanders of bullying 

were significantly more likely to experience psychological symptoms; somatic symptoms; and low 

life satisfaction. Additionally, being a bully was significantly associated with experiencing 

psychological symptoms and not having excellent health. Finally, akin to studies on a global basis, 

this Irish population of students showed that victims of bullying were more likely to experience 

somatic symptoms; low life satisfaction; psychological symptoms; and not having excellent health. 

School Bullying Presentations  

Child to ISPCC’s Childline’s ‘Ask Pat’ service:  

‘Hi pat my friends are turning against me and bullying me and leving me out alot there the only 

friend s i have so i can’t leave them but thay really hurt my felling s and thay do it everyday what do i 

do’ 

3.10 Bullying in Ireland is a behavioural problem which affects the lives of thousands of school 

children and their families. The humiliation, fear, frustration, social isolation and loss of self-esteem 

which children experience when bullied results in absenteeism from school, poor or deteriorating 

schoolwork, personality changes, illness, depression and unfortunately sometimes suicide.9 

3.11 A key component of child wellbeing and a key determinant of the level of resilience a child will 

have, is their sense of belonging, along with social support, self-regulation and self-esteem. Bullying 

can have knock-on effects on other areas of life, and throughout life. Children are sometimes unable 

to see/recognise bullying within their peer group (school). One type of bullying over another does 

not necessarily have a greater or lesser impact. Children who are ‘tipping away’ at low-level mental 

health can be just as at-risk as those who are at an acute level. Language of ‘go kill yourself’ is 

becoming normal which is detrimental to that very sense of belonging a child desires and to their 

self-esteem.  

3.12 Many bullying victims question ‘why me?’ When a child is isolated – which can be a feature of 

bullying – their social skills are impacted and they can develop maladaptive coping skills, which can 

lead to depression; a perceived sense of weakness; and an overall inability to believe they can 

overcome their situation.  

Protective Factors 

3.13 Given this link between bullying victimisation and mental health disorders, the need for early 

intervention has been increasingly recognised. Thus, the protective factors against youth 

victimisation, both at school and domestically, have begun to be explored. In a longitudinal self-

report study with pre-adolescents/adolescents (aged 10-15), Chrysanthou and Vasilakis (2020)10 

have identified that the strength of family support as felt by the child and the quality of the family 

 
8 Callaghan, M., Kelly, C., & Molcho, M. (2019). Bullying and bystander behaviour and health outcomes among adolescents 
in Ireland. J Epidemiol Community Health, 73(5), 416-421. 
9 https://antibullyingcentre.ie/bullying/school-bullying/  
10 Chrysanthou, G. M., & Vasilakis, C. (2020). Protecting the mental health of future adults: Disentangling the determinants 
of adolescent bullying victimisation. Social Science & Medicine, 253, 112942. 

https://antibullyingcentre.ie/bullying/school-bullying/
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environment are the most effective protective factors with regard to reducing bullying victimisation. 

The concept of resilience is important and key to coping with school bullying and the subsequent 

impact on a child’s mental health. 

4. Legal and Policy Context  

4.1 At present, in the Republic of Ireland, there is no law which directly refers to school bullying. 

While the Constitution guarantees a right to education, the Education Act (1998) sees that there is a 

quality of education to meet the needs and abilities of children.11 If a child is experiencing bullying 

and harassment at school, they are not receiving a quality education suited to their needs – due to 

the disruption such an incidence can have on their ability to learn.  

4.2 Schools and the Board of Management have a duty to care to the students in the school and in 

some instances (for example bullying) may be liable if found negligent.  

4.3 Furthermore, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 1989, Article 

1912 places an obligation on Ireland to ensure that children are protected from all types of abuse 

while in the care of others and this includes while at school.  

4.4 In 2013 the Department of Education and Skills published Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary 

and Post-Primary Schools.13 These procedures set out rules regarding the best practice in managing 

bullying in schools, along with the requirement of all schools to have an anti-bullying policy.  

Anti-bullying Policies in Schools  

4.5 Anti-bullying policies as mandated by the Department of Education need effective leadership for 

effective implementation and monitoring. It appears most schools have an anti-bullying policy, but 

sometimes the actions and functions required to develop, operate and implement the policy do not 

match the rhetoric within – this can have a negative impact on the victim if the situation is not dealt 

with as the policy intends. Sometimes if there is not a remedy, the child ends up leaving school, 

continuing their education in an alternate setting, or dropping out of education altogether. This is 

where the students in the school ought to have a key role and input into the development of the 

anti-bullying policy and the remedies agreed. 

4.6 In respect of issues with the implementation of anti-bullying policies, the ISPCC often hears from 

schools that they ‘can’t do it all’. Recognising this, it is fair to say that the curriculum is not fit-for-

purpose in respect of stamping out a culture of bullying behaviour and in meeting the emotional 

 
11 http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1998/act/51/enacted/en/html  
12 1. States Parties shall take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to protect the child 
from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or 
exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care 
of the child. 2. Such protective measures should, as appropriate, include effective procedures for the establishment of 
social programmes to provide necessary support for the child and for those who have the care of the child, as well as for 
other forms of prevention and for identification, reporting, referral, investigation, treatment and follow-up of instances of 
child maltreatment described heretofore, and, as appropriate, for judicial involvement. 
13 https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-Primary-
Schools.pdf  

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1998/act/51/enacted/en/html
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf
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needs of the child, overall. Expectations on teaching staff have changed significantly in recent years, 

but the necessary support from teacher training and indeed the curriculum has not.  

4.7 A strive towards a multi-cultural classroom must be considered – a type of classroom that calls 

out racism and stands against inequalities. The current system of providing workshops/once-off 

lessons are not effective in responding to the issues in a meaningful way. The concepts of 

acceptance and inclusion need to permeate every subject. This ought to begin with teacher training; 

challenging values and belief systems that are not inclusive of all and where all children are treated 

equally. 

4.8 A pertinent issue for schools is their remit in respect of managing bullying issues that do not 

necessarily happen on school grounds, but may be deemed as school-related. The school bus and 

cyberbullying are two areas of struggle for schools to manage and for child victim to access support 

– who is responsible? Increasingly, it is in these unsupervised areas where school-related bullying is 

occurring.  

4.9 The ISPCC echoes sentiments in Foody et al.14 that while there is now a legal obligation on 

schools to have an anti-bullying policy in place, there is scope to research the content of such 

policies. And, the ISPCC would suggest to include the operation of same, including from a student 

and parent/carer perspective.  

Effective Strategies  

The below are examples of some of the anti-bullying strategies of which the ISPCC is aware.  

4.10 Olweus Bullying Prevention Programme (OBPP) 15– The Olweus Programme is a comprehensive 

approach that includes whole school, classroom, individual, and community components. The 

programme is focused on long-term change that creates a safe and positive school environment. The 

aim of the programme is to reduce and prevent bullying problems among school children while 

improving peer relations.  

4.11 KiVa16  - The KiVa anti-bullying programme is an evidence based programme offering a range of 

tools and materials for schools to tackle bullying. The Genesis Programme has a licence to deliver the 

programme.17 

4.12 Mindfulness based anti-bullying programmes – Research from Foody and Samara states that 

‘Two main benefits of using mindfulness techniques in the classroom are that they are relatively 

easy and quick to administer and have implications for increased well-being and resilience among 

students of all ages.’18 

 

 
14 Mairéad Foody, Helena Murphy, Paul Downes & James O’Higgins Norman (2018): Anti-bullying procedures for schools in 
Ireland: principals’ responses and perceptions, Pastoral Care in Education, DOI: 10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859 
15 https://olweus.sites.clemson.edu/documents/Why%20the%20OBPP%20Works.pdf  
16 https://www.kivaprogram.net/  
17 http://genesislouth.ie/the-kiva-anti-bullying-programme/  
18 JOURNAL OF NEW APPROACHES IN EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 
Vol. 7. No. 1. January 2018. pp. 3–9 ISSN: 2254-7339 DOI: 10.7821/naer.2018.1.253 

mailto:https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859
mailto:https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2018.1453859
https://olweus.sites.clemson.edu/documents/Why%20the%20OBPP%20Works.pdf
https://www.kivaprogram.net/
http://genesislouth.ie/the-kiva-anti-bullying-programme/
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5. Recommendations 

5.1 Recognise the need to adopt a trauma informed approach to dealing with incidents of school 

bullying – for example, a traumatic pregnancy can have an impact on a child’s ability to self-regulate 

and be resilient when a situation calls for it. 

5.2 A future-oriented curriculum must seek to educate children in ways to address their emotional 

needs as well as their academic needs. Children need to be taught from an early age about their 

emotions: how to identify them; how to recognise a change in them; and most importantly how to 

cope with that change. The concept of resilience – building resilience, strengthening resilience – it is 

imperative for a child to be able to self-regulate and to be able to ‘bounce back’ from the inevitable 

adversities they will face in life.  

5.3 The Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills published a report on Positive Mental 

Health in Schools in July 2017. ‘The Committee wanted to establish if too much emphasis is being 

placed on the academic achievements of students throughout their time in the education system 

and not enough on self-development and coping strategies to deal with the day-to-day challenges 

they will inevitably face.’19 The Committee found that there needed to be a change in ethos in 

schools to better promote the wellbeing of its students, and teachers. The ISPCC would recommend 

this finding is championed by this present Committee.  

5.4 The ISPCC recommends a review of the core teaching principles of the curriculum in respect of 

preparing children with the necessary life-skills they will need. In preparation for Ireland’s 

examination by the UN Committee on the Rights on the Child in 2016, the Children’s Rights Alliance, 

Unicef and the Department of Children and Youth Affairs compiled feedback from children across 

Ireland to feed into a children’s report for the Committee, with children sharing their experiences of 

how they felt about living in Ireland at the time, titled ‘Picture your Rights’.20 The ISPCC consulted 

with its children’s advisory committees to feed into the consultation at the time, where children 

commented on the type of subjects they would like to be taught in school;   

“We feel the following subjects should be taught in schools-water safety, mythology, self 

defence, interview prep, life skills, like paying bills, budgeting, changing a tire, drivers 

education, mindfulness and art classes.” Participant from Children’s Advisory Committee 

ISPCC, Mayo.21 

These children further commented:  

“We need to be taught more streetwise skills not just purely academic subjects.” 

Participant from Children’s Advisory Committee ISPCC, Mayo22 

 

5.5 A sustainable funding stream should be established for research into the longitudinal effects of 

school bullying on children’s mental health in order to understand the prevalence and manifestation 

 
19 https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/reports/2017/2017-09-
12_report-on-positive-mental-health-in-schools_en.pdf Pg.7 
20 https://www.childrensrights.ie/sites/default/files/submissions_reports/files/PictureYourRights0515.pdf  
21 Ibid. Pg.107 
22 Ibid. Pg.108 

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/reports/2017/2017-09-12_report-on-positive-mental-health-in-schools_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/32/joint_committee_on_education_and_skills/reports/2017/2017-09-12_report-on-positive-mental-health-in-schools_en.pdf
https://www.childrensrights.ie/sites/default/files/submissions_reports/files/PictureYourRights0515.pdf
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of the issue to, in turn, inform policies and strategies that are fit-for-purpose, and the services 

required to support those later in life.  

5.6 The national mental health policy Sharing the Vision speaks to the importance of the lifecycle 

approach in reducing the impact of mental health difficulties that can begin in early life, with school 

seen as a place ‘… to foster mental wellbeing’.23 Going on to say that ‘In 2018, the Department for 

Education and Skills (DES) launched its Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice 

(2018–2023) which recognised that the mental health and wellbeing of young people is critical to 

success in school and life’.24 While there is no specific reference to school bullying within the Sharing 

the Vision document and the impact it potentially has on children’s mental health we urge those 

charged with the oversight of its implementation keeps this important issue in mind.  

5.7 ISPCC Childline services use active listening skills while engaging with children. Children and 

teachers ought to have an opportunity to learn these skills. These skills are an effective way to 

problem-solve and to see situations from another’s perspective which could go some way in 

preventing bullying from occurring in the first place, or at the very least escalating.  

5.8 The concept of resilience as a protective measure in combatting school bullying and limiting its 

impact on children’s mental health ought to be embedded into the school’s curriculum to create a 

culture where children – regardless of their current state of mental health – are kind and caring to 

others and when they encounter life’s inevitable adversities they have within them that bank of skills 

that allow them to cope better and ‘bounce back’ better from that adversity, and to support others 

in doing same.  

5.9 There is broad agreement that the expectations of teaching staff has hugely changed while the 

curriculum and teacher training and/or upskilling lags behind. Teachers are primarily educators, 

there to teach the curriculum. For schools to be able to meet the emotional and psychological needs 

of their children, schools need proper investment in mental health personnel to support the 

wellbeing of the whole school community of teaching and ancillary staff, and students.  

6. Conclusion  

6.1 School bullying and its impact on children’s mental health is clear. Schools need support in 

preventing the problem and the appropriate resources in supporting the children who need help: 

victims, perpetrators and bystanders. 

6.2 Tackling bullying outright needs a community-wide response – everyone needs to play their part 

in calling out this behaviour.  

6.3 The ISPCC commends the Committee on looking at this important issue. It further encourages 

the members to seek and listen to children’s voices and experiences, and to take them into 

consideration when drafting their final report.  

 

 
23 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/2e46f-sharing-the-vision-a-mental-health-policy-for-everyone/ Pg.26 
24 Ibid. Pg. 27 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/2e46f-sharing-the-vision-a-mental-health-policy-for-everyone/


 

ISPCC Submission to JOC Education ‘School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health’ Feb 2021     9 
 

Appendix  

1.1 ISPCC ‘Shield’ Anti-bullying Programme25  

The ISPCC’s ‘Shield’ Anti-bullying Programme was developed by analysing the best practice models 

available in the proactive management of bullying. There have been 246 ‘Shield’ toolkits completed 

by schools and clubs to 2018, with 40 ‘Shield’ flags awarded to schools and clubs up to 2020. The 

‘Shield’ Anti-bullying Self-Evaluation Toolkit enables schools, clubs and community groups to 

determine their own strengths and needs in relation to bullying in their environment. When a 

school, club or group completes this anti-bullying review, they can strive towards achieving the 

ISPCC’s ‘Shield’ Anti-bullying Flag. Achieving the flag demonstrates that the group is proactive in 

addressing, responding to and tackling bullying. 

The tool consists of ten statements, referred to throughout the document as Shield Statements. 

Each of these shield statements is based on international evidence in relation to the management of 

bullying. The series of questions that follow each shield statement reflect evidence informed 

practice that has been shown to have a positive impact on bullying. 

The process encourages participants to reflect on their approach to bullying, to identify the aspects 

where they are strong and the areas they would like to improve upon. This self-reflection 

component enables schools/clubs/centres to measure where they are in relation to meeting the 

core elements of an evidence informed approach to bullying and the built-in evaluation focuses 

efforts towards acknowledging strengths and identifying areas for improvement. 

To be effective the self-evaluation tool relies on honesty and trust within the group and therefore 

individuals require a secure setting where difficulties can be raised and opinions challenged in a 

constructive manner. The unified approach to the exercise is fundamental, sending a consistent 

message to everyone within your setting and providing added reassurance to parents and guardians 

regarding your approach to bullying. 

Challenges Observed  

A key challenge the ISPCC saw with schools taking on the ‘Shield’ programme – and that is critical to 

its success – is the necessary leadership and ‘buy-in’ that is required from the school’s Board of 

Management and Principal, investment in the right teaching staff to drive it, and the recognition that 

a culture shift in proactively managing bullying behaviour was imperative. This unfortunately was 

not always the case.  

Schools were overly focused on the amount of time needed to carry out the self-assessment and the 

potential time required to carry out the subsequent actions, but they rarely evaluated the time they 

spend on intervening when bullying behaviour occurs, researching interventions to manage these 

situations and sharing ‘what works’ with colleagues. Unless time is allocated for such an approach,  

teachers receive capacity building in addressing the issue,  and the importance of same is 

championed by the school leaders and the Department of Education then schools will always be 

operating in a reactive manner, often to the frustration of the wider school community.  

 
25 https://www.ispcc.ie/shield-anti-bullying-programme/  

https://www.ispcc.ie/shield-anti-bullying-programme/
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Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science – 19th February 2021 

School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health 

 

Introduction 

This submission has been requested by the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science, as part of the Committee’s examination of the 

topic “School Bullying and The Impact on Mental Health”. The following information will assist 

the Committee in its work. The measures and supports in place to tackle and address bullying 

in schools and should be considered as part of a wider national framework on bullying. The 

Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration (DCEPIY) children’s policy framework 

document “Better Outcomes Brighter Futures” (2014) contains a commitment to develop a 

national framework on bullying. Other significant national policies to note in this area is the 

Action Plan for Online Safety 2018-19, launched in July 2018, by the Taoiseach. The Action 

Plan involves actions, across six Government Departments including the Department of 

Education.  

  

The Government also published the world's first LGBTI+ National Youth Strategy, led by 

(DCEPIY) which contains thirteen actions for the education sector. In addition The National 

LGBTI+ Inclusion Strategy published in November 2019 sets out over one hundred actions 

promoting inclusion, and improving the quality of life and wellbeing of LGBTI+ people and 

contains three actions for the Department of Education. The Department participated in the 

development of both strategies.  

 

The Department’s Action Plan on Bullying published in 2013 sets out a comprehensive 

approach to tackling all forms of bullying and to promoting positive, inclusive environments in 

our schools. It recommended twelve actions that focus on support for schools, teacher 

training, research and awareness raising and aims to ensure that all forms of bullying including 

cyber bullying are addressed.  A number of the actions have been implemented in full, while 

others by their nature involve continuous action and are the subject of ongoing 

implementation. 

 

Definition of Bullying  

The anti-bullying procedures for primary and post-primary schools define bullying as unwanted 

negative behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical, conducted by an individual or group 

against another person (or persons) and which is repeated over time.  

2021/103 



 

2 
 

The following types of bullying behaviour are included in this non-exhaustive definition:   

• deliberate exclusion, malicious gossip and other forms of relational bullying  

• cyber-bullying  

• identity-based bullying such as homophobic bullying, racist bullying, bullying based on 

a person’s membership of the Traveller community and bullying of those with 

disabilities or special educational needs. 

 

Definition of Mental Health 

• Mental health is defined by the WHO as a state of wellbeing in which the individual 

realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work 

productively and fruitfully and is able to make a contribution to his or her community 

(WHO, 2001d, p.1). 

 

• Wellbeing and mental health are experienced at a personal level but are associated 

with and connected to a broad range of risk and protective factors that exist at the 

individual, relational, community, cultural and societal levels.  

 

• The DE Wellbeing Policy seeks to promote mental health and wellbeing of all 

children and young people through the mitigation of risk factors and the promotion of 

protective factors in the school community.  

 

Bullying and Mental Health 

• Research has demonstrated a significant link between bullying experiences in 

childhood and adolescence and the subsequent social and emotional development of 

those involved. The implications of bullying and cyberbullying are ultimately long-term 

and individuals often suffer mental health difficulties into adulthood. (Mairead Foody, 

Muthanna Samara and James O’Higgins Norman, Anti-Bullying Research and 

Resource Centre (ABC), Dublin City University, and Department of Psychology, 

Kingston University London, Kingston upon Thames, UK) 

• Bullying in schools has been identified as an environmental risk factor for the 

development of mental health difficulties. (Dooley and Fitzgerald, 2012; McMahon et 

al., 2017 & Cannon et al., 2013; Dooley et al., 2020).  In 2018 the PISA survey also 

indicated that bullying had an adverse effect on student performance in school and on 

general wellbeing. (OECD 2019).  

• The effect of a risk factor such as bullying will depend on its timing and relation to other 

risk factors and the presence or absence of protective factors.  
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• Protective factors have been found to promote positive outcomes for children and 

young people, even when they have been exposed to risk factors (Cooper, Jacobs, 

2011). Within the school context, therefore, implementing a preventative wellbeing 

promotion process that has a focus on strengthening school-based protective factors 

and minimising school-based risk factors is recommended.  

 

Role of school in supporting the wellbeing and mental health of young people 

• Schools have the potential to play a transformative role in the lives of young people. 

Schools can provide an accessible and effective context to implement preventive 

strategies to promote protective factors and reduce risk factors such as bullying.   

• Apart from being centres of academic learning, schools provide opportunities to 

develop friendships and social networks, to respectfully encounter diversity and 

access support structures. Schools provide a powerful context for the mitigation of 

many risk factors for mental health difficulties, including bullying.  

• The promotion of a positive school ethos is fundamental to tackling bullying at a whole-

school level.  Schools which foster positive relationships among staff, pupils, and 

parents, promote positive learning and social environments and prioritise the teaching 

of social and emotional skills will greatly reduce the incidence of bullying in the first 

place.  

 

Measures and supports in place to tackle and address bullying in schools 

 

Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary schools 

As part of the implementation of the Department’s Action Plan, the Anti-Bullying Procedures 

for Primary and Post-Primary Schools were developed and published by the Department in 

September 2013, replacing the 1993 Guidelines on Countering Bullying Behaviour in Primary 

and Post-Primary Schools and are being implemented by all 4,000 recognised primary and 

post-primary schools in the country and centres for education which are attended by students 

under the age of 18 years.  

 

The procedures give direction and guidance to schools in relation to preventing and tackling 

school-based bullying behaviour and to deal with any negative impact within the school of 

bullying behaviour that occurs elsewhere. The procedures also recognise that parents and 

pupils have a role and responsibility in helping the school to prevent and address school-

based bullying behaviour and to deal with any negative impact within school of bullying 

behaviour that occurs elsewhere. The procedures place a strong emphasis on the centrality 
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of the existence of a positive school culture and climate in the prevention of bullying. They 

include specific requirements in relation to the use of prevention and education strategies and 

the consistent investigation, follow up and recording of bullying behaviour.  Anti-Bullying 

Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools are available on the Department’s website 

at https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-

Primary-and-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf 

 

Anti-Bullying Policy in Schools 

Under the procedures every school is required to formally adopt and have in place an anti-

bullying policy which fully complies with the requirements set out in the procedures. This policy 

must be published on the school website, and made available to school personnel and be 

otherwise readily accessible to parents and students where no website exits.  The strategies 

that school’s implement must be documented in the anti- bullying policy and must make 

explicit reference to the issue of cyber-bullying and identity based bullying.  The policy must 

set out the school’s procedures for investigating and dealing with bullying and the school’s 

procedures for the formal noting and recording of bullying behaviour.  

 

Under the Education (Welfare) Act 2000, all schools must have a code of behaviour which has 

been drawn up in accordance with the guidelines of the National Education Welfare Board 

(NEWB) - available from Tusla – Child and Family Agency at  

https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/guidelines_school_codes_eng.pdf 

The guidelines require schools to have an anti-bullying policy within the framework of their 

overall code of behaviour. As a result, the anti-bullying procedures are underpinned by this 

legal framework and all schools are required to comply with them. 

 

An anti-bullying policy template, which must be used by all schools, is provided in the 

procedures along with a standardised template for recording bullying behaviour and a 

standardised annual review checklist and notification letter. 

 

Board of management oversight of anti-bullying  

The procedures for schools include important oversight arrangements that involve the school 

principal reporting regularly (at least once every school term) to the board of management 

setting out the overall number of bullying cases reported to him/her (by means of the bullying 

recording template) since the previous report, and confirmation that all of these cases have 

been, or are being, dealt with.  

 

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/guidelines_school_codes_eng.pdf
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There is a requirement for the Board to undertake an annual review of the school's anti-bullying 

policy and its implementation. Confirmation that the annual review has been completed must 

be provided to school personnel, to the Parents' Association and published on the school 

website or, where no website exists, be otherwise readily accessible to parents and students 

on request. 

 

Monitoring of Schools Anti-bullying Measures by Inspectorate 

The Department’s Inspectorate monitors schools’ anti-bullying measures in primary, post-

primary and centres for education during a number of inspection types, including whole school 

evaluations, curriculum/subject inspections of Social Personal Health Education (SPHE) and 

child protection and safeguarding inspections. 

 

During whole school evaluations (WSE), schools are required to provide evidence that their 

anti-bullying procedures are in accordance with the Department’s Anti-Bullying Procedures for 

Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2013). Inspectors administer questionnaires to pupils, 

parents and teachers and include questions seeking the views of the respondents with regard 

to bullying and the school’s anti-bullying procedures. 

 

Curriculum evaluations (CE) in primary schools and subject inspections (SI) of SPHE in post-

primary schools also provide opportunities to evaluate schools’ implementation of anti-bullying 

measures. 

 

One of the checks carried out In Child Protection and Safeguarding Inspections (CPSI) relates 

to confirming that the minutes of board of management meetings contain a record of a Child 

Protection Oversight report being provided in line with the requirements of the Child Protection 

Procedures for Primary and Post-primary Schools. As part of this check, inspectors clarify 

whether the board has been provided with the relevant documents relating to child protection 

concerns arising from alleged bullying behaviour amongst pupils.                 

 

Plans to develop inspection models in relation to monitoring anti-bullying measures in 

schools 

The Inspectorate is currently reviewing how it evaluates schools’ implementation of anti-

bullying measures with a view to developing further how such evaluation can be carried out in 

an in-depth and focused way and to improve the effectiveness and consistency in how the 

Inspectorate reports on this. Consideration is currently being given on how to further enhance 

the way in which the implementation of anti-bullying measures by schools is evaluated and 
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reported on in Whole School Evaluations (WSE MLL) and SPHE inspections. The Inspectorate 

also intends to carry out research involving consultation with parents, students and other 

stakeholders with a view to exploring the potential for further development of inspection 

processes in relation to anti-bullying. 

 

Complaints about how a school handles bullying 

In accordance with the Anti-Bullying Procedures, where a parent is not satisfied that a school 

has dealt with a bullying case in accordance with the procedures the parents must be referred, 

as appropriate to the schools complaint procedures. 

 

Also in accordance with procedures, in the event that a parent has exhausted the schools 

complaints procedures and is still not satisfied, the school must advise the parents of their 

right to make a complaint to the Ombudsman for Children. 

 

Training and Curricular Supports  

There are extensive training and curricular supports available to schools, including through 

the SPHE curriculum, the Professional Development Service for Teachers, Webwise.ie and 

the Department funded national anti-bullying website www.tacklebullying.ie to assist schools 

in the development of policies and practices on the prevention of bullying and harassment and 

the safe use of the internet. 

 

The Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST) offers professional learning 

opportunities to teachers and school leaders in a range of pedagogical, curricular and 

educational areas. This includes supports on the prevention of bullying and harassment using 

the internet. The PDST is funded by the Department and operates under its remit. It is 

managed by the Dublin West Education Centre.   

 

The PDST has a dedicated Health and Wellbeing team. This team supports teachers and 

schools, through the Social Personal Health Education (SPHE) curriculum to develop and 

promote the personal development, health and wellbeing of the student; to create a positive 

school environment and culture; and to prevent and tackle bullying including online bullying 

and harassment.  The CPD support range includes SPHE planning and policy development, 

Child Protection webinars, Stay Safe programme workshops as well as RSE Curriculum, Anti-

Bullying, Personal Safety, Internet Safety and Teacher Wellbeing support. Individualised 

bespoke school support in the area of anti-bullying is also available.  
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Online Safety / Cyber Bullying 

Funded by the Department, Webwise.ie is an important resource in this area, promoting the 

autonomous, effective and safe use of the internet by young people through a sustained 

information and awareness strategy targeting school leaders, teachers, parents and children 

themselves with consistent and relevant messages. The Webwise team have developed a 

dedicated School/Teachers Hub; Parents Hub and a Youth Hub providing practical information 

and advice on key issues such as cyberbullying, sexting, image sharing, respectful 

communication, technology in the home,  social media, privacy, popular apps and sites. 

 

All schools are expected to have an Accepted Usage Policy (AUP) in place that sets rights, 

privileges, responsibilities and sanctions associated with the use of the internet for school 

purposes including the use of smart phones and personal devices. The Policy is drawn up by 

school leaders, teachers and management and generally in consultation with parents. 

Supports for schools on the drawing up of this policy is available on webwise.ie.  

 

The aim is that the need to consult with parents will be underpinned in law under the Education 

(Student and Parent Charter Bill) 2019. The Bill is currently awaiting an order for second stage 

in the Dáil. The overall aim of the legislation is to improve the level of engagement between 

schools and students and their parents by inviting feedback, comment and observations from 

students and parents and by developing a listening culture in the school. The legislation will 

provide greater clarity for students and their parents on what they can expect from schools 

and will help ensure that schools and students and parents work in partnership effectively 

together. 

 

This bottom-up approach will ensure all parents, teachers and school communities are 

satisfied with the technology and smart phone policy in place in their school. It will also mean 

that parents will be able to adopt a complementary approach at home to that which is in place 

in their child's school, if they wish to do so. The intention is to promote a shared approach 

regarding the appropriate and beneficial use of digital technologies. Under the Broadband for 

Schools Programme schools are also provided with a portfolio of network services including 

security & filtering of content. 

 

Commitment - Programme for Government 

In In order to support an inclusive and equal education system, the Programme for 

Government includes the commitment to ‘update the National Anti-Bullying Plan to include 

gender identity bullying’.  In line with statutory requirements the Department is developing a 
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new three year strategic plan which will be informed by the range of education commitments 

in the Programme for Government, which include developing new strategies, striving for 

excellence across the sector, addressing costs, investing in high-quality education, and 

supporting the full participation of all learners particularly those at risk of educational 

disadvantage. The Department will also work to support cross - governmental issues and 

related commitments in the Programme for Government 

 

Currently, the anti-bullying procedures for schools make clear that the definition of bullying 

behaviour includes identity-based bullying. The strategies that schools implement must be 

documented in the school anti-bullying policy and must explicitly deal with the issue of identity-

based bullying. 

 

Research on Bullying 

The Department, in consultation with Traveller representative groups, has commissioned 

research on the experiences of Traveller and ROMA children in schools, and the effectiveness 

of the Departments anti-bullying procedures. The research involves engagement with children 

and their parents in areas with high concentration of Travellers and ROMA.  School data is 

being collated through a teacher survey sent to all schools.  The final report is expected before 

the end of this academic year 

 

National Anti-Bullying Research Centre (ABC) Dublin City University 

Since 2014, the Department has provided annual funding to the National Anti-Bullying 

Research and Resource Centre (ABC) located in Dublin City University towards its research 

and training programmes.  

 

The Centre carries out research into all forms of bullying (including traditional, cyberbullying 

and workplace bullying) and runs a Train-the-Trainer online anti-bullying course for teachers 

and managers.  The main vehicle for translating and sharing the Centre’s research into 

resources and training is the Centre’s Fuse Project – a student led project that works with 

teachers in schools to enhance capacity where bullying prevention and intervention are 

concerns.  The Centre is also host to the first UNESCO Chair on Tackling Bullying in Schools 

and Cyberspace. A Service Level Agreement setting out the funding, administrative and 

governance arrangements between the Centre and DoE was put in place in 2019.   
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National Anti-Bullying Website – www.Tacklebullying.ie 

The Action Plan on Bullying recommended that a single national anti-bullying website should 

be developed to provide information for parents, young people and school staff on types and 

methods of bullying and how to deal with it. In fulfilment of this action the Department provides 

an annual grant to ABC for the running costs and further development of the national anti-

bullying website, www.tacklebullying.ie - providing a single point of information and support 

for young people, parents and teachers affected by bullying behaviour. 

 

Anti-Bullying Training for Parents 

Through the National Parent’s Council, since 2014, the Department has been funding anti-

bullying training sessions for parents throughout the country to enable them understand the 

many ways in which bullying can take place, and to be aware of the prevalence and dangers 

of cyberbullying including webcam blackmail, online grooming and how to manage the safe 

use of technology both inside and outside the home.  The training sessions enable them assist 

their children when issues of bullying arise.  They also inform parents about the Department’s 

Anti-Bullying Procedures for primary and post primary schools.   

 

A Service Level Agreement was concluded with the NPC in 2019 setting out the funding and 

administrative arrangements to support future delivery of the anti-bullying training and 

awareness initiatives for parents. 

 

Transphobic and Homophobic Bullying - Stand Up! Awareness Campaign  

The Action Plan on Bullying recommended funding of the Stand Up! Awareness Campaign to 

address homophobic and transphobic bullying in schools and the serious impact it can have 

on the mental health of LGBTI+ students.   

 

Since 2014 an annual grant has been provided by the Department to BeLonG To Youth 

Services to support delivery of the Stand Up! Campaign in post primary schools to prevent 

and tackle homophobic and transphobic bullying in schools. In 2018 a Service Level 

Agreement was concluded between the Department and Belong To Youth Services to set out 

the funding and administrative arrangements in relation to future funding of the Stand Up 

Campaign. 

 

LGBTI Youth Strategy 2018-2020 

In June 2018, the Government published the world's first LGBTI+ National Youth Strategy. It 

is a whole of Government strategy, led by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs. This 

http://www.tacklebullying.ie/
http://www.tacklebullying.ie/
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Department participated in the development of the Strategy which includes thirteen actions for 

the education sector - eight of which are directly led by the Department, four are led by 

Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI) and one is directly led by the higher education 

institutes.  The education actions aim to raise awareness on LGBTI+ young people, to ensure 

full participation by LGBTI+ in education, free from inequality, bullying or exclusion.    

 

Implementation has the potential to significantly tackle the inequality and discrimination faced 

by LGBTI+ children and young people within a clear policy framework and to creating safe, 

supportive and inclusive environments in schools and colleges throughout the country for 

every LGBTI+ young person.  

 

National LGBTI+ Inclusion Strategy 2019 – 2021 

The National LGBTI+ Inclusion Strategy was published in November 2019.  It sets out over 

100 actions that promote inclusion, protect rights and improve the quality of life and wellbeing 

of LGBTI+ people. 

 

It aims to create an equal, fair and inclusive society for all, target discrimination and enable 

LGBTI+ people to overcome the barriers they face. The Strategy contains over a hundred 

actions that are aimed at promoting inclusion, protecting rights and improving the quality of 

life and wellbeing of LGBTI+ people. The Department of Education participated fully in the 

development of the Strategy and is responsible for three actions in the strategy focusing on 

curriculum and wellbeing including the wellbeing of school personnel. 

 

Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice  

Also supporting the core recommendations of the Action Plan on Bullying, the Wellbeing Policy 

Statement and Framework for Practice 2018-2023 (also referred to earlier in this paper) aims 

to ensure that every child and young person realises their full potential now and in the future, 

and is able to develop resilience and deal with the challenges they face.  It builds on the good 

work already happening in schools and centres for education to ensure that best practice in 

whole-school/centre wellbeing promotion is embedded across the system.   

 

Executive summary 

The information provided in this submission will assist the work of the Joint Committee on 

Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science in its 

examination of the topic “School Bullying and The Impact on Mental Health”. There is a wide 

societal role reflected across Government Departments and agencies in developing and 
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implementing strategies on bullying of which the education sector is an important part. The 

Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEPIY) children’s policy 

framework document “Better Outcomes Brighter Futures” (2014) seeks to develop a national 

framework on bullying. Separately In 2018, the Taoiseach launched the Action Plan for Online 

Safety 2018-19. The Action Plan involves actions, across six Government Departments 

including the Department of Education.   

 

Other key national policy measures include publication by the Government of the world's first 

LGBTI+ National Youth Strategy, led by (DCEPIY) which contains thirteen actions for the 

education sector. In addition the Department also participated in the development of The 

National LGBTI+ Inclusion Strategy published in November 2019. The strategy sets out over 

one hundred actions promoting inclusion, and improving the quality of life and wellbeing of 

LGBTI+ people and contains three actions for the Department of Education.  

 

This submission paper also outlines the measures and supports in place to tackle and address 

bullying in schools including details of the Department’s Action Plan on Bullying published in 

2013. The Department’s Action Plan on Bullying published in 2013 sets out a comprehensive 

approach to tackling all forms of bullying and to promoting positive, inclusive environments in 

our schools. The submission highlights important oversight measures to ensure that the 

Department’s anti-bullying procedures for primary and post-primary schools are fully 

implemented in schools.  

 

This submission paper also outlines important training and curricular supports available to 

schools including those relating to Online Safety and Cyberbullying. Learning in this important 

area continues with the research that is being carried out by the National Anti-Bullying 

Research Centre (ABC) Dublin City University, and the Department’ partnership approach 

with the National Parent’s Council and with Belong To Youth Services to address homophobic 

and transphobic bullying in schools. Details of the Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework 

for Practice 2018-2023 published by this Department and revised in October 2019 are also 

included. Details of commissioned research on the experiences of Traveller and ROMA 

children in schools, and the effectiveness of the Departments anti-bullying procedures are 

also included. 

 

Working with other Government Departments and agencies, the Department of Education is 

fully committed to creating a safe, supportive and inclusive environment in all schools and 

right across society for every young person. 
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Introduction to SpunOut.ie and the Youth Action Panel 
 
SpunOut.ie is Ireland's youth information platform by young people, for young people. 
SpunOut.ie's mission is to provide young people throughout Ireland with information, 
tools, resources and opportunities to enable them to make informed decisions and be 
a positive force in their own lives and in their communities. Over 180,000 young people 
access resources created by SpunOut.ie each month, with a further 5,000 reaching 
out to SpunOut.ie's 24/7 texting support service 50808 on average each month. 
 
One of the key ways in which SpunOut.ie is “by young people, for young people” is in 
the role of our Youth Action Panels. Comprising 170 young people from across the 
country, the Action Panels are incorporated into our formal constitution and 
organisational structure, and provide the direction and leadership to stay in touch with 
the views of young people all over Ireland. The National Youth Action Panel is a group 
elected by the wider Action Panel membership to consider the organisation’s strategy 
and approach to youth engagement in close detail.  
 
The members of the National Youth Action Panel were consulted in putting together 
this submission.  
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Executive Summary 
 

1. Our 24/7 texting service has been contacted 688 times by people experiencing 

bullying since June 2020. 

 

2. In February 2021, SpunOut.ie surveyed 430 young people on their experiences 

of school bullying. Some of the findings included: 

 

o 76% of those surveyed had experienced bullying in school. 

 

o 42% said their school had a problem with bullying.  

 

o Respondents were more likely to have experienced school bullying if 

they were women or girls, if they had a disability, if they were LGBTI+, 

or if they did not identify as “White Irish”. All of these groups were also 

more likely to report negative mental health impacts from bullying.  

 

o The most common reported forms of bullying were to do with weight or 

physical appearance, accent/background and homophobia.  

 

o A majority of respondents reported some experience of cyberbullying.  

 

o Most respondents had tried to report cyberbullying on an online platform, 

with only 3% having a fully helpful experience.  

 

o Nearly a quarter of respondents had experienced Image Based Sexual 
Abuse, including nearly a quarter of those under the legal age of 
consent. 
 
 

3. Arising from this survey, and from a consultation with the SpunOut.ie National 
Youth Action Panel, our key recommendations include: 

 
o Expanding the role of school leadership in opposing bullying behaviour 

 
o Adopting a holistic, school-wide approach to the problem 

 
o Actively valuing equality and empathy at all levels of the education 

system 
 

o Providing more accessible counselling services where needed 
 

o Adopting an empathetic approach towards those engaging in bullying 
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Introduction: SpunOut.ie and Bullying 
 
SpunOut.ie School Bullying Survey 
 
Bullying is a serious issue for young people in Ireland, with major implications for 
mental health. Volunteers at SpunOut.ie’s texting service ‘50808’ have engaged in 688 
conversations with people in crisis related to bullying since June 2020.  
 
In February 2021, SpunOut.ie ran a targeted online survey of young people on the 
issue of school bullying. The survey ran from the 12th-15th of February and was 
completed by a total of 430 young people.  
 
The vast majority of respondents (91%) were aged between 14 and 21, with almost 
half (47%) aged 16 or 17 years old. The survey results therefore mostly represent the 
views of young people who are currently in secondary school, or who have left within 
the last 1-3 years. Respondents were not incentivised for their participation.  
 
 
 
 
Survey Results 
 
The results of SpunOut.ie’s School Bullying survey indicated a worryingly high level of 
bullying experienced by respondents in school.  
 
More than three-quarters of respondents (76%) reported that they had experienced 
bullying while in school, with 13.7% reporting that they were currently being bullied at 
the time of taking the survey.  
 
When asked to describe their school environment, 42% of respondents said their 
school had a problem with bullying versus 23% who said their school did not have a 
problem with bullying.  
 
In addition, 9% of young people told us they had themselves bullied other students 
while in school.  
 
The most common form of bullying experienced by respondents related to weight and 
physical appearance, with more than half (54%) of those reporting bullying having 
experienced this. The next most common forms of bullying reported in the survey 
related to accent or background (23%) and homophobic bullying (18%).  
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Impact on Mental Health 
 
Of those who reported having experienced bullying in school, 75.5% told us that they 
had experienced negative mental health consequences as a result of being bullied.  
 
Virtually the same number (74%) said that bullying had a negative effect on the mental 
health of someone they know.  
 
The likelihood of reporting negative mental health impacts was significantly higher for 
those currently experiencing bullying than for those who had experienced it in the past. 
Of those currently being bullied, 86.6% said it was negatively impacting their mental 
health.  
 
 
 
Bullying, Mental Health and Gender1 
 
Women and girls were more likely to report a negative mental health impact as a result 
of bullying. In total, 79% of women and girls who had been a victim of school bullying 
reported negative mental health outcomes. This figure rose to 89% for women and 
girls who were currently experiencing bullying. 
 
By comparison, 73% of both men/boys and of those identifying as non-binary/’other’ 
who had experienced bullying said their mental health had been affected. These 
figures rose to 75% and 100%, respectively, for men/boys and non-binary/’other’ 
respondents who were currently being bullied.  
 
Young people identifying as trans, non-binary or ‘other’ were more likely than the 
general population to be currently experiencing bullying. Of all those reporting having 
experienced bullying, 34% of those who were trans, non-binary or ‘other’ reported 
ongoing bullying compared with 11.9% of cisgender respondents.  
 
 
 
  

 
1 Unless otherwise specified, ‘women and girls’ includes all respondents who identified as ‘woman’ including 

trans and cisgender women. ‘Men and boys’ includes all respondents who identified as ‘man’ including trans 
and cisgender men.  
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Bullying, Mental Health and Disability 
 
Young people were more likely to report having experienced bullying if they had a 
disability or condition that might have required accommodations. 
 
Students with a disability or condition reported the highest level of bullying of any single 
group, with 88% saying they had experienced bullying in school, compared with 72% 
of those who did not report a disability or condition.  
 
Of those with a disability or condition who reported being bullied, 26% had been bullied 
specifically about their disability or condition and 59% had been bullied about their 
physical appearance.  
 
A very high number (86%) of respondents with a disability or condition who had been 
bullied reported a negative impact on their mental health.  
 
 
 
Bullying, Mental Health and Ethnicity 
 
Young people were more likely to report having experienced bullying if they did not 
identify as “White Irish”.  
 
More than four-fifths (82%) of respondents who identified as something other than 
“White Irish”2 reported bullying, compared with 77% of “White Irish” respondents.  
 
Of non-“White Irish” respondents who had experienced school bullying, a quarter 
(25.6%) reported being bullied based on their race, ethnicity or background.  
 
A high number (72.6%) of non-”White Irish” respondents who had been bullied 
reported a negative impact on their mental health.  
 
All respondents identifying as Travellers reported that they had experienced bullying 
in school, and that their mental health had been negatively affected3.  
 
 
 
  

 
2 “White Irish” includes only those respondents who specifically identified themselves as such. Other “White” 

groups such as “White Traveller”, “White British”, “White Polish” and “Other White Background” are here 
counted as “non ‘White Irish’”  
3 A total of 5 respondents identified as Travellers; this figure does not allow for more detailed analysis, but 

nevertheless the unanimity of responses among this group is worth noting 
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Bullying, Mental Health and Sexuality 
 
Young people were more likely to report having experienced bullying if they did not 
identify as heterosexual.  
 
More than four-fifths of respondents identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual 
or trans4 (81.6%) had been bullied in school. The comparable figure for respondents 
identifying as heterosexual or ‘straight’ was 75.7%.  
 
Nearly half (48.8%) of lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual and trans respondents 
reported experiencing homophobic bullying in school.   
 
A very high number (80.6%) of lesbian, gay, bisexual, pansexual and trans 
respondents who had been bullied reported a negative impact on their mental health.  
 
 
 
  

 
4 In this survey, there were no individual respondents who identified as both transgender and heterosexual.  
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Cyberbullying, Social Media Platforms and Mental Health 
 
Respondents who had been bullied while in school reported a fairly even mix of online 
and in-person bullying. A majority of those who were currently experiencing bullying 
reported some level of cyberbullying.  
 
Of all those who had experienced cyberbullying, 83% said that their mental health had 
been negatively impacted by bullying. This was somewhat higher than those who had 
experienced in-person bullying, of which 79.5% reported negative mental health 
effects5.  
 
Nearly half (49%) of all respondents had made an attempt to report cyberbullying on 
an online platform. Of those respondents: 
 

● 54% reported that the platform had been unhelpful;  
● 36% reported a mixed experience6;  
● Just 3% reported that the platform had been consistently helpful.  

 
 
 
Image Based Sexual Abuse and Mental Health 
 
Image Based Sexual Abuse, the non-consensual sharing of intimate images, had been 
experienced by 22.5% of survey respondents.  
 
This experience was most prevalent among respondents identifying as transgender, 
non-binary or ‘other’, of whom 35% had been a victim of Image Based Sexual Abuse. 
The comparable figures for women and girls were 22.5%, along with 15% for men and 
boys.  
 
More than half (56%) of victims of Image Based Sexual Abuse said that it had 
negatively impacted on their mental health.  
 
A slightly higher proportion of respondents under the age of 17 (23.5%) had 
experienced Image Based Sexual Abuse, with 54.5% saying it had negatively affected 
their mental health.  
 
Young people under the legal age of consent were as likely, if not more, to have 
experienced Image Based Sexual Abuse than those over 17.  
 
 
  

 
5 It should be noted that these categories are not mutually exclusive: many of those experiencing cyberbullying 

have also experienced in-person bullying, and vice versa. The likelihood of reporting a negative mental health 
impact was higher among those who had experienced some form of cyber-bullying than those who had 
experienced some form of in-person bullying.  
6 “A mixed experience” indicates those respondents who said the platform “was sometimes helpful and 

sometimes not” 
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Recommendations  
 
Survey respondents were invited to suggest any policy actions they felt could be taken 
to reduce the impact of bullying in schools. SpunOut.ie also held an online workshop 
with our National Youth Action Panel to identify and discuss potential actions which 
could be pursued in light of our survey findings and their own personal experiences of 
bullying in schools.  
 
On the basis of these submissions, SpunOut.ie would recommend the following areas 
of action for further investigation by the Committee, Government and school 
communities across the country: 
 
 

1.  The Role of School Leadership  
 

Many respondents expressed a concern that bullying was not taken sufficiently 
seriously within their school environment. We recommend that school leaders 
take active steps to send a clear message from the top that bullying will not be 
tolerated. The pastoral role of principals was highlighted within the National 
Youth Action Panel discussion: it was suggested that principals can and should 
play a more active role as authority figures outside of the classroom 
environment, who can advocate a consistent, school-wide anti-bullying 
message.  
 
While general anti-bullying messages are important, it was felt to be particularly 
important that school leaders use their role to make a strong statement of 
intolerance against specific forms of bullying: particularly homophobic, 
transphobic and racist bullying. It is important for students of all identities and 
backgrounds to see principals and school leaders advocate for tolerance and 
inclusion of students who may be marginalised on specific grounds, and the 
impact of this, particularly on younger students, should not be underestimated.  
 
The young people consulted felt that teachers and school administrators may 
benefit from more comprehensive, ongoing training in recognising and 
responding to bullying within the school community. There was a concern that 
some teachers were not fully up-to-date in their understanding of bullying or of 
mental health, in particular in their ability to notice the mental health effects of 
bullying early and effectively.  

 
 
 

2. A Holistic, School-wide Approach 
 

It was felt by many respondents that, in addition to the particular leadership role 
of principals and teachers within the school community, that most schools 
would benefit from a broad, institutional approach to combating bullying. This 
could take place in the form of a school-wide anti-bullying action plan in which 
the role of every member of the community is clearly identified. This would 
share responsibility throughout the school while also making clear for 
vulnerable students where and how they can report bullying in a safe manner.  
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It was suggested that senior cycle students could be empowered as anti-
bullying ambassadors, creating a space within the school for older and more 
established students to speak in opposition to bullying and to use their seniority 
within the student body to advocate against bullying behaviour. Furthermore, it 
was seen as important to educate all members of the school community as to 
what they can do if they become aware of bullying. Rather than allowing people 
to believe it is best handled by someone else or not their concern, it was 
suggested that bystander intervention training could be made available so that 
bullying can be safely and appropriately challenged as it occurs.  
 
All of the above is predicated on the idea of a school community which takes 
bullying seriously in a consistent and holistic manner. Bullying within schools 
should be seen as a challenge that requires consistent, ongoing commitment 
from the entire school community, rather than an individual or interpersonal 
problem which can be solved by singular interventions or one-off educational 
opportunities.  

 
 

3. Valuing Equality and Empathy  
 

Respondents and members of the Action Panel were very strong in identifying 
the need for a greater emphasis on the values of equality and empathy within 
the education system. It was felt that more could be done throughout young 
people’s education to encourage understanding and acceptance of difference 
within the school community and to identify difference as a positive strength 
rather than something to be excluded or feared. It was seen as important that 
school communities find active and ongoing ways to celebrate the difference 
and uniqueness of young people.  
 
A recurring theme in both aspects of the consultation was that such 
interventions needed to begin as early as possible in students’ education. It was 
repeatedly stated that introducing ideas of difference, inclusion and equality in 
secondary school was far too late; that these values should be included in the 
curriculum from the very beginning of primary school and that education on 
issues such as race, sexuality, gender, class and disability should be present 
right throughout a person’s education.  
 
In general, it was felt that empathy between students could best be fostered by 
teaching that difference was inherently valuable, and that such differences 
should be expected and celebrated within the school community from the very 
beginning of the education process.  
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4. Counselling Services 

 
One clear result from this consultation was that young people recognise both 
the importance of teachers, school leaders and fellow students in reducing 
bullying, but also the limitations of non-mental health professionals in mitigating 
the mental health impact of bullying behaviour. It was therefore very strongly 
felt that greater access to professional counsellors by school-age students 
would be required if the mental health impacts of bullying were to be tackled 
effectively.  
 
Respondents recognised the resource implications of this need, and suggested 
that school counsellors could be shared between schools or visit only at certain 
times of the year if necessary. Regardless of means, it was the strong view of 
those consulted that mental health impacts required access to dedicated 
professional services and that without such access, the issue could never 
completely be resolved.  
 
It was also felt to be highly important that teachers and other professionals 
within the school environment were educated on mental health issues and on 
the reality of conditions, such as individual disabilities, which may be the target 
of bullying behaviour.  
 
 

5.  An Empathetic Approach to those Engaging in Bullying 
 

Despite considerable frustration with the actions of those who engage in 
bullying, respondents recognised that such behaviour does not arise in a 
vacuum. It should not be overlooked that bullying often stems from negative 
experiences affecting those engaging in bullying, whether within the school 
environment or at home. Tackling the mental health impact of bullying must 
therefore include meaningful action to tackle the causes of bullying.  
 
Respondents expressed a strong view that teachers and school leaders should 
encourage mental health interventions, not only for those who have been the 
victims of bullying, but for those engaging in bullying as well. Bullying should be 
viewed not as a simple binary between perpetrator and victim, but rather as a 
behaviour with negative consequences for all involved and the school 
community as a whole. Seeking to understand the reasons behind bullying and 
taking meaningful, empathetic action such as interventions by a counsellor 
were seen as more effective than an approach based exclusively on discipline 
or punishment for those engaged in bullying.  
 

 
  

  
 

 
 

 



 
Marina House 

11-13 Clarence Street 
Dun Laoghiare 

Co Dublin  
A96 E289 

 
Feb 18th 2021. 

 
 
 
RE: Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education 
 
 
Dear Chairperson, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this important issue and we would be very 
happy to given direct evidence to the Committee in the future if this is possible. 
 
Mental Health Ireland is a national voluntary organisation established in 1966 following the 
Commission of Inquiry into Mental Illness in Ireland. We have two primary aims, the 
promote positive mental health and wellbeing, while in co-production with  people in their 
recovery from mental illness. We have a network of volunteer led Mental Health 
Associations working at a community level throughout the country. 
 
In our work to promote positive mental health we operate through three modalities, 
Strengthen the Individual, Strengthen the Community and removing barrier to full health 
and community participation. Bullying in school can have devastating effect on the 
individual in the immediate, medium and long term and the consequences for the mental 
health of the person being bullied and indeed the bully themselves can and do cast a life 
long shadow. 
 
We great welcome the committee’s focus on this area which can have such a corrosive 
effect on the individual and the school community and where early recognition and positive 
intervention can make a life course profound change for all parties. 
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to contribute to this work. 
 
 
Martin Rogan 
CEO 
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Mental Health Ireland’s written submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further 
and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science. Feb 2021. 
 

1. Mental Health Ireland is a national voluntary organising whose mission is to 
promote positive mental health and wellbeing for all members of  our 
community, across all life stages. We also support people with significant 
mental health challenges in the journey towards recovery. Our work is built 
upon a number of complimentary pillars, Promoting Positive Mental Health 
and Wellbeing, working in co-production with people in recovery, 
maintaining organisational fitness and through Education, Training and 
eMental Health. 

 
2. This work is advanced through our team of staff and our network of 

volunteer led Mental Health Associations throughout the Republic of Ireland. 
Our work is supported by the Health Service Executive and we work in 
partnership with partners across the NGO, community, civic, arts, sport, 
academic and commercial sectors. Mental Health Ireland is a founding 
member of Mental Health Europe, Mental Health Reform, First Fortnight, 
See Change and the Green Ribbon Campaign. 

 
3. The full spectrum of our work can be seen on our website at 

www.mentalhealthireland.ie 
 

4. The new National mental health policy ‘Sharing the Vision – a mental health 
policy for everyone’ published by the Department of Health in June 2020 
includes a number of innovations over its predecessor ‘A Vision for Change 
(2006). One being the recognition of trauma as a contributory and harmful 
factor impacting on the persons mental health. Bullying within the school 
environment has a corrosive and toxic effect on the individual and the effect 
can be immediate or more insidious undermining the persons sense of self-
worth, confidence, self-agency and autonomy. 

 
5. We know that school and education have a protective and nurturing effect 

on young people as well as the sense of achievement in the academic realm. 
While acquiring new skills and insights, the school is also a social setting for a 
young person to discover who they are, learn about their own strengths and 
limitations and to form bonds of friendship. This affirmation and feedback is 
critical to the development of social skills. It should not be expected that all 
of these social encounters should be positive and encouraging as there is 
much learning in addressing adversity within a supportive environment. 
These early life skills, developed outside of the family setting are formative 
and can shape all subsequent social encounters. 

 
6. The objectives for a young person to achieve positive mental health is to 

develop a positive and realistic sense of self, to be able to form, sustain and 
if necessary terminate relationships and to cope with age appropriate life 
tasks. Pre-school and Early school years School represent first steps towards 

http://www.mentalhealthireland.ie/


independence and these are critical developmental goals at this life stage. 
The school environment needs to be welcoming and accommodating of all 
children regardless of their background, ethnicity, additional needs or 
capabilities. 

 
7. The school must be alert and have sensitive and effective monitoring 

systems and mechanisms in place to detect and understand signs that the 
school experience is becoming problematic for the child.  

8. Signs like social withdrawal, school refusal, anxious or fretful behaviour, 
developmental regression, clinging behaviours, defensive or aggressive 
acting out, falling grades, becoming isolated or frequently the target of 
jeering or teasing by other students may be indicative of school stress and 
bullying or indeed other mental health concerns. 

 
9. The recognition of signs of bullying must be an integral part of the training 

for Teachers, Special Needs Assistance and School Principals at all levels 
within the Irish Education system. Skills based training in the recognition, 
resolution and ongoing management of Bullying must be a component of 
annual in-service training for all school staff. 

 
10. Great progress has been made in recent years in recognising the importance 

of this topic and the development of inclusive whole-school policies have 
made significant inroads towards addressing this problem. The reluctance of 
a child to mention that they have been subject to bullying or exclusion within 
the school or on school transport can delay intervention and cause 
unnecessary suffering and harm.  

 
11. All staff within the school community including maintenance staff and school 

transport drivers have a key role to play as a child may confide in an adult 
that they trust. As with safe guarding and vetting, any visiting adult providing 
sports coaches, arts, music or other sessional inputs should also be 
competent in this domain. 

 
12. Whole school polices need to have accessible and explicit and age-

appropriate messaging to communicate that bullying is not tolerated, the 
commitment of all parents and guardians to report and co-operate with the 
schools bullying policies should be clearly agreed and adhered to.  

 
13. There needs to be a culture of proactive promotion of respect, tolerance and 

acceptance of all students and this requires a high level of visibility, 
transparency and restatement. The policy will be most successful when 
activated proactively and not in response to an incident.  

 
14. Social activities and role plays which engender as sense of sonder, an 

appreciation of the feelings and needs of others can greatly assist in reducing 
the incidence of bullying within a school setting. It also plays a vital role in 
establishing a healthy, compassionate and empathetic civic code. 



 
15. Children are highly sensitive to social cues, they are very alert to subtle as 

well as overt negative feedback, a sense of rejection, being excluded and this 
leaves them particularly vulnerable. Feeling different to classmates can 
become a focal point for negative attention and a hostile social dynamic can 
quickly if not addressed and actively monitored. Body shaming, racial 
discrimination, and intellectual bullying can greatly undermine the success of 
Ireland’s mainstreaming policies and leave children feeling exposed and 
unsupported. 

 
16. Interventions must not only focus on the experience or the needs of the 

child who has been bullied, but must also seek to understand the 
circumstance of the child who has engaged in bullying. Many will have 
themselves been bullied, been subjected to ridicule, witnessed aggression, 
coercive control or have low self-esteem. Healthy anger management 
strategies, social and personal empathetic training and role play can help to 
resolve an harmful dynamic developing within the school setting. Successful 
interventions can reframe and incident of bullying into a positive learning 
opportunity for the child being bullied, the bullying child and classmates 
witnessing these behaviours. 

 
17. In the past there was a tendency for children to switch school when 

subjected to bullying, while this may be a necessary late resort, however, it 
represents a failure to confront bullying and can become a missed 
opportunity for social skills learning for all concerned. Where possible and 
without further endangering a vulnerable child, resolution within the school 
should be the preferred approach. The ongoing support of the parents will 
be critical to a successful and constructive outcome. 

18. Most young people in Ireland enjoy mood mental health, have a positive 
experience of school and make strong bonds of friendship with classmates. 
The Clonmel Project- Mental Health Service Needs of Children and 
Adolescents in the South East of Ireland published in 2006 by the Health 
Service Executive and the My World survey conducted by Jigsaw provides 
invaluable insights into the experience of young people in Ireland and the 
factors that shape and influence their mental health. 

19. Exposure to Adverse Childhood Events (ACEs) are recognised as having 
cumulative, harmful and lifelong effects on a person’s physical and mental 
health. ACEs can include witnessing violence, abuse, and growing up 

in a family with mental health or substance use problems. Being the 
subject of school based bullying constitutes an ACE. Toxic stress 
from ACEs can change brain development and affect how the body 
responds to stress creating suboptimal, maladaptive behaviours and 
life limiting coping strategies which can be difficult, but not impossible 
to address later in life. 

 



20. Many children and young people presenting to Irish Mental Health 
Services will cite an experience of bullying and exclusion as the 
genesis for their difficulties. The direction of correlation may not be a 
clear-cut as suggested in all cases.  

 
21. For children with pre-existing attachment needs, low mood, anxiety or 

ASD they may be particularly vulnerable to the harmful attentions of a 
bully. A greater appreciation of the needs of others and their individual 
tolerance threshold can be really helpful .  

 
22. It must be noted that a child’s sense of wellbeing, safety and security 

can be inadvertently breached by an insensitive classmate who 
stresses the child already feeling vulnerable or unsupported. A simple 
singular hypothesis of causation may have a certain neatness that 
may not always be correct. 

 
23. Being bullied or a bully need not be a life-long trait and can be 

successful and positive managed using effective protocols. It is 
important that such interventions do not simply reverse the direction of 
bullying, further isolating the child who has bullied and compounding 
the bullying behaviour. 

 
24. Unchecked, bullying behaviours can progress from casual insults and 

exclusion to physical assault and sexual violence. This degree of 
escalation is not linear and may suddenly progress where a 
permissive, avoidant or tolerant attitude is found within the school 
setting. 

 
25. Cyber bullying is particularly harmful as it can include, sustained 

insults, derogatory images, compromising photo graphs, sexually 
explicit content and denies the child the safe refuge of home life. The 
effects are pervasive and harmful and may also leave the perpetrator 
exposed to criminal sanctions.  

 
26. All Social Media providers have a responsibility to have credible and 

robust age of consent policies in place and each breach where a child 
under the age of (13 years for messaging Apps and 16 for other 
platforms including Facebook & Tiktok) should be prosecuted and 
fined. Parental supervision of social media, smart phone an online 
activity is vital.  

 
27. The use of anonymous accounts must be addressed and all 

individuals, adults or children should be identifiable as the author of all 
social media posts. Anonymous postings decouple online behaviours 
from social sanction and legal consequences and as such are 
unhelpful and risk becoming abusive. 

 
28. Training on the safe and appropriate use of social media needs to be 

included in the school curriculum and Teacher training if we are to 
safeguard Irish children from this menace. 



 
29. The period of Home Schooling necessary to protect public health 

during the Covid-19 pandemic has shown that cyber bullying can 
follow the child into their home and away from the protection and 
surveillance of the classroom. Mental Health Ireland has 
commissioned RED C to conduct a national survey to gain a greater 
insight into the experience of Home Schooling for Irish families. 

 
30. A February 2021 survey of Leaving Cert Students conducted by Kerry 

Mental Health Association in collaboration with the Munster Technical 
University and the Irish Second Level Students Association, funded by 
Mental Health Ireland, shows the impact of Covid-19 on senior cycle 
students in Co Kerry.  

 
 

 
 

  

In which of the following ways, if any, has 
COVID-19 impacted your life? Results Percentage 

Stress 397 65.4 

Anxiety 380 62.6 

       Disappointment or sadness 257 42.34 

Loneliness or isolation 285 46.95 

      Financial setback for your family 69 11.37 

      Illness (myself or a loved one) 59 9.72 

      Loss of a loved one (from COVID or any other 
illness/cause) 60 9.88 

      None of the above 24 3.95 



 
31. For students who have been exposed to bullying these effects can become 

more pronounced and harmful. 
 

32. Bullying is harmful to all concerned leading to school absence, loss of 
educational opportunity, and toxic levels of stress and distress. A child may 
not have sufficient support within the home and can quickly feel overwhelmed 
and isolated.  

 
33. Celebrating diversity; young people developing their sense of identity and 

sexual orientation are frequently subjected to negative stereotyping and 
bullying. The incidence of mental health issues amongst members of the 
LGBT community are elevated. Similarly, children transitioning to a new 
school community, migrants, children with a disability and members of the 
travelling community all describe being singled out and becoming a target for 
bullying. 

 
34. The vicarious trauma of classmates who witness bullying should not be 

overlooked, many live in fear of being targeted next, are coerced into 
participating in degrading or excluding behaviours or are wrecked with guilt for 
not intervening. The moral injury sustained by students can be significant and 
can engender a sense of helplessness, cynicism and subsequent social 
avoidance.  

 
35. Many adults presenting adult mental health services will describe their school 

days as a period of terror and fear. Many were subjected to taunts, exclusion 
and physical violence at school, and see these experiences as causative in 
the development of their anxiety, depression, eating disorders, drug and 
alcohol misuse, anger management and poor mental health. 

 
36. The evidence of harm associated with bullying within a school or educational 

setting is overwhelming and with this knowledge comes an obligation on us all 
to address this toxic phenomena which blights the lives of so many.  

 
37. These harmful effects cast a long shadow which extends into adulthood and 

shape future relationships. Unchecked the effects for the child being bullied 
and the bully are harmful and limiting and we need to have effective 
mechanisms for the early recognition and interventions which can limit of 
these behaviours. 

 
 

38. Mental Health Ireland would like to thank the committee for the opportunity to 
contribute to this work and we would welcome an invitation to address the 
committee in person or in a virtual context if necessary. 

 
 
Martin Rogan 
CEO 
Mental Health Ireland. 
February 2021. 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1. The Ombudsman for Children’s Office (OCO) welcomes the decision taken by the Joint 

Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

(Joint Committee) to include the issue of school bullying and its impact on mental health in 

its Work Programme for 2021.1 We also appreciate the Joint Committee’s invitation to the 

OCO on 5 February 2021 to make a submission to inform its examination of this topic. 

 

1.2. As the Joint Committee is aware, the OCO is an independent statutory body which was 

established in 2004 under the Ombudsman for Children Act 2002 (2002 Act). Under the 

2002 Act (as amended), the OCO has two core statutory functions: 

 

• to promote the rights and welfare of children up to 18 years of age 

• to examine and investigate complaints made by or on behalf of children about the 

administrative actions of public bodies, schools and voluntary hospitals that have or 

may have adversely affected a child. 

 

1.3. The OCO is making this current submission in accordance with our statutory duties under 

sections 7(1)(b), 7(1)(c), 7(1)(e) and 7(4) of the 2002 Act. The purpose of this submission is 

to briefly highlight a number of issues relating to school bullying and children’s mental 

health that have arisen in the context of our work. We hope that the Joint Committee will 

give due consideration to these matters in the context of its current examination of school 

bullying and its impact on mental health. 

 

1.4. In light of Ireland’s obligations under international children’s rights standards, the OCO 

encourages the Joint Committee approach the topic of school bullying involving children 

 
1 Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science (2021), Work Programme 
2021, p.4. 

2021/111(ii)

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/reports/2021/2021-01-14_work-programme-2021_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/reports/2021/2021-01-14_work-programme-2021_en.pdf
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and its impact on children’s mental health as a children’s rights issue. In this regard, 

bullying involving children needs to be recognised as a phenomenon that infringes 

children’s right to freedom from all forms of violence and that it can have an injurious 

impact on children’s inherent dignity and enjoyment of their other rights. Having regard to 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC),2 which Ireland ratified in 1992, 

these rights include children’s rights to non-discrimination (Article 2); to life, survival and 

development (Article 6); to privacy (Article 16); to the highest attainable standard of 

health, including mental health (Article 24); and to education (Article 28). 

 

1.5. The status of bullying involving children as a children’s rights issue of international 

importance and concern is indicated by, for example, resolutions adopted by the UN 

General Assembly on protecting children from bullying3 and by the considerable attention 

given to the matter by the UN Special Representative of the Secretary General on Violence 

Against Children.4  The establishment in 2020 of the ‘International Day against Violence 

and Bullying at School, including Cyberbullying’5 can be seen to highlight both the extent to 

which schools can be a site of bullying and the important role that schools can play, and 

must be supported to play, in combating bullying involving children. In this regard, it is 

notable that the List of Issues Prior to Reporting (LOIPR) that the UN Committee on the 

Rights of the Child (UN Committee) published in November 2020 in respect of Ireland 

includes a request for information about measures taken to tackle bullying, with particular 

reference made to cyberbullying and bullying in schools.6 

 

 

2. Prevention and early intervention: hearing the views of children and young people 

 

2.1. As the Joint Committee is aware, Article 12 of the UNCRC provides that children have a 

right to express their views freely in all matters affecting them and to have due weight 

given to their views, in accordance with their age and maturity. In its General Comment on 

the right of the child to be heard, the UN Committee advises that affording weight to 

children’s views is particularly important in a number of areas, including the prevention of 

bullying.7 In this regard, the OCO urges the Joint Committee to engage directly with 

children and young people so that their perspectives and ideas can inform the 

Committee’s deliberations.  

 

2.2. In 2012, the OCO published a report arising from a consultation that we undertook with 

over 300 children and young people about dealing with bullying in schools.8 While this 

 
2 United Nations (1989), Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
3 The most recent resolution on protecting children from bullying was adopted by the UN General Assembly in2018. See 
https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/RES/73/154.  
4 For more information, go to https://violenceagainstchildren.un.org/content/bullying-and-cyberbullying-0.  
5 For more information, go to https://en.unesco.org/commemorations/dayagainstschoolviolenceandbullying.  
6 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2020), List of Issues prior to submission of the combined fifth and sixth reports 
of Ireland, para. 19(h).  
7 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2009), General Comment No.12: The right of the child to be heard, para. 109.  
8 Ombudsman for Children’s Office (2012), Dealing with Bullying in Schools: A Consultation with Children and Young 
People. 

https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CRC.aspx
https://undocs.org/pdf?symbol=en/A/RES/73/154
https://violenceagainstchildren.un.org/content/bullying-and-cyberbullying-0
https://en.unesco.org/commemorations/dayagainstschoolviolenceandbullying
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2fC%2fIRL%2fQPR%2f5-6&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2fC%2fIRL%2fQPR%2f5-6&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2fC%2fGC%2f12&Lang=en
https://www.oco.ie/app/uploads/2012/05/OCO-Bullying-Report-20121.pdf
https://www.oco.ie/app/uploads/2012/05/OCO-Bullying-Report-20121.pdf
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consultation took place almost ten years ago, we are of the view that the perspectives 

shared by participating children and young people remain relevant and we encourage the 

Joint Committee to revisit this report.  

 

2.3. The purpose of this consultation was to hear children and young people’s views and ideas 

about actions that they felt could contribute to dealing effectively with bullying among 

children in school. Taken together, their viewpoints suggest that work with and by schools 

in relation to this matter can benefit from a two-strand approach comprising prevention 

and intervention strategies. Among the notable aspects of the views shared by children 

and young people are: 

 

• the strong emphasis they placed on preventive measures and, in particular: 

- initiatives dedicated to raising awareness and understanding of bullying among 

children and young people 

- programmes focused on tackling discriminatory attitudes that can give rise to 

bullying and on developing children’s appreciation of and respect for diversity 

• their broadly shared view that schools and professionals working in schools have an 

important role to play in supporting children and young people to: 

- understand bullying and its underlying causes 

- raise concerns and speak up about bullying 

- actively participate in the development, implementation and review of anti-bullying 

measures, including relevant school policies and procedures and whole school 

actions and initiatives.  

 

2.4. Having regard to the Joint Committee’s current focus on the impact of bullying on mental 

health, it is also worth noting that children and young people who participated in this 

consultation were particularly emphatic about the importance of supporting children and 

young people to understand the hurt and harm that bullying can cause, including the 

immediate and longer term physical, psychological and emotional effects that bullying can 

have on a child. 

 

2.5. More recently, the OCO conducted a consultation with young people under 18 years 

receiving inpatient care and treatment for their mental health.9 Implemented in 2017, the 

consultation supported young people to share their views about mental health services 

arising from their experiences as services users of engaging with primary care services 

through to specialist inpatient services. It was notable that, although the consultation 

focused on mental health services, participating young people chose to include a focus on 

education and schools. In this regard, the young people spoke about the importance of 

school staff (principals, deputy principals, teachers and counsellors) having sufficient 

knowledge about mental health to be able to support young people in relation to their 

mental health and wellbeing, including young people experiencing mental health 

difficulties.  

 

 
9 Ombudsman for Children’s Office (2018), ‘Take My Hand’: Young People’s Experiences of Mental Health Services. 

https://www.oco.ie/MentalHealthReport_2018.pdf
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2.6. This focus on the role of education and schools carried over into changes which the young 

people felt could improve supports for young people’s mental health. Similar to the 

children and young people who shared their views with us about dealing with bullying in 

schools, these young people placed considerable emphasis on prevention and early 

intervention measures. Identifying school as a site for awareness raising, education and 

support in relation to young people’s mental health and wellbeing, they made a range of 

recommendations, including: 

 

• Schools should offer regular workshops and awareness days as part of a mental health 

education programme for students and staff. Speakers on mental health and mental 

health specialists should visit schools to increase awareness of mental health among 

staff, students and families. 

• Young people who are related to or friends with students experiencing mental health 

issues should have access to support and information from counsellors and therapists in 

school. 

• Senior students should be supported to provide peer education to combat common 

stereotypes and help overcome the stigma of mental health difficulties. 

• Additional therapists or guidance counsellors should be made available to alleviate the 

anxiety of having to wait for long periods of time to see a suitable person in school. 

Young people with serious mental health issues should have access to regular 

appointments in school with a counsellor or therapist.  

 

2.7. The OCO welcomes the increased attention that has been given in recent years to 

supporting children’s mental health and wellbeing and the research, initiatives and 

programmes that are being developed and implemented both to promote children’s 

wellbeing and to address issues, including bullying and cyberbullying, that can have a 

corrosive impact on children’s mental health. We are of the view that prevention and early 

intervention measures are a key component of an effective response to school bullying 

involving children, including as regards its impact on mental health. Accordingly, the OCO 

encourages the Joint Committee to include a strong focus on prevention and early 

intervention in the context of its current examination. In this regard, we suggest that 

particular attention should be given to: 

 

• training, resourcing and support measures that can strengthen the capacity of 

professionals working with children and young people in schools  

• how prevention and early intervention measures can be coordinated and 

mainstreamed effectively in and across the formal education system.  

 

 

3. Oversight, monitoring and evaluation 

 

3.1. The Action Plan on Bullying published in 2013 included a recommendation that the 

Inspectorate of the Department of Education (formerly the Department of Education and 

Skills) should lead a thematic evaluation of bullying in schools, in collaboration with 

relevant partners and involving a sample of primary and post-primary schools. The 
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recommended purpose of this proposed evaluation was to assess the effectiveness of 

actions taken by schools to create a positive school culture and to prevent and tackle 

various forms of bullying, including homophobic bullying.10 As far as the OCO is aware, this 

thematic evaluation has never been implemented.  

 

3.2. Of additional concern is that the Department of Education has not reviewed its 2013 Anti-

Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools.11 Furthermore, the Department 

does not collate schools’ records of bullying incidents among children. As a result, it 

appears that an opportunity is being missed to generate data at national level that could 

usefully inform the development of measures to strengthen how bullying is addressed in 

and by schools. 

 

3.3. In this regard, it is worth noting that the UN Committee’s LOIPR for Ireland published in 

November 2020 includes a request for information from the State about measures taken to 

improve the collection and quality of disaggregated data on the implementation of the 

UNCRC, including on child victims of violence, sexual exploitation and abuse, and bullying. 

Furthermore, the UN Committee has requested disaggregated data from the State about 

cases of bullying and harassment in schools.12 

 

3.4. In light of the above, the OCO encourages the Joint Committee to include the matter of 

oversight, monitoring and evaluation in its current examination and, specifically, to seek 

to establish what actions the Department of Education has taken and is proposing to 

take to: 

 

• monitor and evaluate schools’ implementation of the 2013 Anti-Bullying 

Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools 

• review the 2013 procedures 

• improve the collection, collation and analysis of data about bullying in schools 

involving children and young people. 

 

4. Complaints to the OCO concerning bullying in schools 
 

4.1. Schools’ handling of bullying among children is a recurring theme in education-related 

complaints to the OCO.13 In this regard, we continue to see variations in schools’ capacity 

to address complaints and disclosures with due regard to the best interests of the children 

concerned. 

The OCO is also concerned about the lack of a clear, proactive process on the part of 

relevant State agencies to engage with schools when children are removed from school 

due to unresolved bullying concerns.  

 
10 Anti-Bullying Working Group to the Minister for Education and Skills (2013), Action Plan on Bullying, p. 110. 
11 Department of Education and Skills (2013), Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools. 
12 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2020), List of Issues prior to submission of the combined fifth and sixth reports 
of Ireland, para. 7(a)(i) and para. 43(c). 
13 See OCO’s annual reports. 

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/Action-Plan-On-Bullying-2013.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Anti-Bullying-Procedures-for-Primary-and-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2fC%2fIRL%2fQPR%2f5-6&Lang=en
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2fC%2fIRL%2fQPR%2f5-6&Lang=en
https://www.oco.ie/library/
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Our experience of dealing with school-related complaints, including complaints concerning 

schools’ handling of bullying, highlights the need for an effective statutory framework for 

school grievance procedures. As such, the Education (Student and Parent Charter) Bill 

2019,14 which is currently at Second Stage in Dáil Éireann and is listed in the Legislation 

Programme for the Spring Session 2021, should be progressed as a matter of priority.  

The OCO encourages the Joint Committee to seek comprehensive information from the 

Department of Education in relation to: 

a) mechanisms to review the efficacy of schools’ complaint-handling procedures, including 

to address complaints about alleged bullying 

b) measures taken to support schools when bullying also involves serious child protection 

and welfare factors, to ensure the follow-up processes have regard to the best interests 

of all children involved. 

 
14 Education (Student and Parent Charter) Bill 2019. 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2019/67/
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1) The Long-Term Impact of Bullying on Mental and Physical Health (as well as 

Educational Engagement) Makes Bullying in Schools a Child Welfare and Child 

Protection Issue 

 

Bullying in its various forms has been associated with various emotional, psychological as well 

as academic problems in children and young people. The harmful effects are most evident in 

victims of bullying, but the perpetrators and the perpetrators-victims, and to a lesser extent 

bystanders, are also liable to experience the negative impact of the bullying experience (Arbax, 

2012; Arseneault et al., 2010; Ttofi et al., 2011). Victims are likely to experience low self 

esteem, anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation (Gladstone et al., 2006; Klomek et al., 2007; 

Nansel et al., 2004; Radliff et al., 2015; Juvonen and Graham, 2014; Tfofi et al., 2011; Swearer 

et al., 2012; Bjereld, 2014). Victimisation has also been linked to lower academic achievement 

and other behaviours such as disengagement, absenteeism and early school leaving (Fried and 

Fried, 1996; Glew et al., 2005; Nakamoto and Schwartz, 2010; Brown et al., 2011; Green et 

al., 2010). Victims are more likely to experience worse concentration in class (Boulton et al., 

2008) and more interpersonal difficulties (Kumpulainen et al., 1998). Beran (2008) concluded 

that preadolescents who are bullied are at some risk for demonstrating poor achievement, 

although this risk increases substantially if the child also receives little support from parents 

and is already disengaged from school. The Longitudinal Survey of Young People in England 

(Green et al., 2010) age 16 young people who reported being bullied at any point between ages 

14-16 are disproportionately likely to not be in education, employment or training.  

A study of over 26,000 Finnish adolescents found that involvement in bullying was associated 

with a range of mental health problems such as anxiety, depression and psychosomatic 

symptoms (Kaltiala-Heino et al., 2000). Jantzer et al. (2012) studied the relationship between 

victimisation and mental health among 300 students (aged 10-14 years) in ten schools in 

southern Germany. They found that bullying victims (21 % of the sample) had significantly 

higher risks for developing emotional difficulties than those who were not bullied. Perpetrators 

are likely to exhibit other oppositional and antisocial behaviours and to leave school early 

(Nansel et al., 2003; Nansel et al., 2004; Sourander et al., 2011; Kokkinos and Panayiotou, 

2004). The worst off group however, appears to be the bully-victims, who experience higher 

levels of both internalised (depression, anxiety, psychosomatic symptoms) and externalised 

(behaviour problems, delinquency) difficulties than either the victims or the bullying 

perpetrators (Nansel et al., 2004; Ivarsson et al., 2005; Kokkinos and Panayiotou, 2004; Houbre 

et al., 2006; Swearer et al., 2012). Bully-victims are also more likely to come from 

dysfunctional families or have pre-existing conduct, behaviour or emotional problems and it 

has been suggested that these factors, rather than bullying per se, may explain adult outcomes 

(Sourander, Ronning et al., 2009). Bullying perpetrators and bully/victims had the lowest 

connection to school and poorest relations with teachers (RasKauskas et al., 2010). 

Fisher et al. (2012) reported that victimisation in the early years is three times more likely to 

lead to self-harm in adolescence amongst the victims when compared to non-bullied peers. 

They found that 50% of twelve year olds who harm themselves were frequently bullied, while 

victimised children with mental health problems were at greater risk of self-harm later on. 

Longitudinal studies have also shown that frequent victimization at age 8 predicted later suicide 

attempts and completed suicides for both boys and girls, while frequent bullying perpetration 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4090076/#R34
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at age 8 also predicted later suicide attempts and completed suicides for boys (Klomek et al., 

2009). 

Tfofi et al. (2011) reported that the probability of depression up to 36 years later was much 

larger for victimised students when compared to non-bullied peers, even after controlling for 

other factors. In a large scale study with 14,500 participants in the UK, Bowles et al. (2015) 

reported that peer victimisation in adolescence is a significant predictor of depression in early 

adulthood; about one in three cases of depression among young adults may be linked to peer 

victimisation in adolescence. Out of 683 people who reported they had been bullied at least 

once a week at the age of 13, nearly 15 % were depressed at 18 years. In a comparative study 

on the long term impact of bullying on mental health, Lereya et al. (2015) used data from two 

longitudinal data bases, one in in the UK (4,026 children) and the other in the US (1,420 

children). They reported that children who were both maltreated and bullied were at increased 

risk for overall mental health problems, anxiety, and depression according to both cohorts, and 

for self-harm according to the English cohort. Children who were bullied by peers only were 

more likely than children who were maltreated only to have mental health problems in both 

cohorts, including anxiety, depression and self harm. Van der Wal et al.’s (2003) research on 

4,811 children aged 9 to 13 in schools in Amsterdam, observed that depression and suicidal 

ideation are common outcomes of being bullied in both boys and girls; direct physical bullying 

had a significant effect on depression and suicidal ideation in girls, but not in boys. Relational 

bullying including exclusion bullying had a stronger effect than physical bullying on 

depression and suicidal ideation in both boys and girls. 

The Finnish population based, longitudinal birth cohort study of 2551 boys from age 8 years 

to 16-20 years (Sourander et al., 2007) found that frequent bullies display high levels of 

psychiatric symptoms in childhood. Sourander et al. (2007) observed that frequent bullies with 

conduct and hyperactivity problems and not the bullies per se are the ones at elevated risk for 

later criminality. Correlational studies cannot demonstrate causality, only associations of 

varying strengths. In contrast, longitudinal studies can provide stronger inferences about causal 

relations, when controlling for other factors.   

In their systematic review of 28 longitudinal studies, Tfotfi et al (2011b) and Farrington et al. 

(2012) reported that bullying perpetrators are likely to offend and to engage in violent 

behaviour six years later, while victims were likely to manifest symptoms of depression seven 

years later, in both instances even after controlling for other risk factors in childhood. Boys 

who are bullying perpetrators have been reported to be in particular at increased risk for later 

offending (Sourander et al., 2011). Ttofi et al.‘s (2011) meta-analysis found that bullying 

perpetration was related to later offending, but the size of this effect decreased as more 

confounders were included in the analysis and follow-up periods increased. 

Rodkin, Espleage and Hamish (2015) argue that the evidence for the link between bullying 

perpetration and long term negative outcomes, holds only for incidental models of bullying 

perpetration, namely that perpetration is the result of some underlying disorder, but not for 

causal models, suggesting that perpetration itself contributes actively to psychopathology later 

on in adult life. In a review of the literature on peer victimisation, McDougall and Vaillancourt 

(2015) analysed prospective studies tracking children and adolescents into young adulthood. 

They use the construct of ‘multifinality’ in their analysis, suggesting that the impact of 

childhood victimisation on adulthood adjustment may follow different, multiple pathways, 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4090076/#R33
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4090076/#R38
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varying according to the systemic context of the individual. The authors suggest that while 

there is longitudinal evidence that victimisation in childhood and adolescence, particularly at 

the ages of 8 to 14, is linked to poor adjustment in academic, social, self, physical, internalising 

and externalising areas, there are still doubts whether the effects of victimisation are contained 

within the school years or follow into adulthood. The authors reviewed 17 prospective studies 

and concluded that there is a direct path between childhood peer victimisation and poor long 

term outcomes in adulthood. Studies which controlled for related symptoms and behaviour in 

childhood suggest suicide for men and women and aggression and heavy smoking for men, but 

in a number of cases the association between peer victimisation and adjustment in adulthood 

did not hold when it was controlled for earlier adjustment. McDougall and Vaillancourt (2015) 

identified various factors which mediated and moderated victimisation, acting as protective or 

risk factors, leading to different pathways in adulthood adjustment; these include the classroom 

context, the timing of victimisation, the presence or absence of support, and the role of self 

evaluations. The authors conclude that at least some victimised children, especially those 

experiencing other mental health difficulties, are more prone to adjustment problems in 

adulthood. However, there are multiple pathways involved in the process, and the impact of 

early victimisation is greater when combined with other risks. Using a systematic review of 

prospective longitudinal studies which focused on internalizing and externalizing adjustment 

in the case of peer victimisation in childhood, Ttofi et al. (2014) found that a number of factors, 

including individual factors such as social skills and academic achievement, family factors as 

stability and healthy relationships and peer social support operated as protective factors against 

later adulthood problems.  

Wolke et al (2013) in Western North Carolina longitudinal study examined 1400 people 

regarding their reported experiences of bullying perpetration, victimization, or both between 

ages of 9-16. Follow up at ages 19, 21 and 24-26 indicate that those who were bullied were 

more likely to have a diagnosable anxiety disorder in adulthood, while both perpetrators and 

victims were more susceptible to depression. Perpetrators were more at risk of later antisocial 

personality disorder. Gender differences were observed, where both female perpetrators and 

victims were increasingly likely to experience adult agoraphobia, in contrast to males who were 

more at risk of suicide. This study controlled for premorbid childhood psychopathology, so an 

implication can be made that these were consequences of the bullying experiences and not 

simply antecedent to them. In this study, victims and particularly bully-victims differed from 

children not involved in bullying by growing up more often in marginalised families and having 

more mental health problems in childhood.  

As Rinehart and Espelage (2015) highlight, homophobic name-calling is correlated with an 

increase in anxiety, depression, personal distress, suicidality, and other mental health problems. 

LGBT students are more than twice as likely as their peers to be depressed and think about or 

attempt suicide (Russell and Joyner, 2001). In one of the main studies which examined the 

negative impact of homophobic bullying with 9,188 American 9th to 12th grade students, 

which included 315 LGBT young people, Bontempo and D’Augelli (2002) found that LGBT 

students who experienced high levels of bullying, reported higher levels of substance use, 

suicidality, and sexual risk behaviours than heterosexual peers who also reported high levels 

of victimization.   

Against the backdrop of these pervasive associations between bullying and mental health issues 

and early school leaving related risk factors, it is evident that bullying in schools is both an 
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education and a health issue. It requires an integrated strategic policy response across both 

departments. It is an issue of trauma and requires recognition as such. The wide range of 

detrimental outcomes arising from bullying in school highlights that this is a serious issue for 

child and youth welfare. It is also a child protection issue (Farrelly, 2007; 8th European Forum 

on the Rights of the Child, 2013). 

2) Early Intervention is needed to Prevent the Impact of Bullying on Mental Health and 

for Support Services for Perpetrators: This Requires Emotional 

Counselling/Therapeutic Supports in and around Schools 

 

Given the seriousness of the long-term impacts of bullying, a prevention strategy needs to 

encompass not only prevention of the bullying but prevention of the consequences of bullying 

through a holistic focus on system level emotional, cognitive and social supports. This 

prevention of consequences approach needs a much firmer policy focus. From the following 

illustrative examples from qualitative research on the consequences of bullying in victims’ 

experiences, such supports could intervene at an early stage to prevent the escalation of 

experiential processes, such as self-doubting and double victimising, described in a Swedish 

context (Thornberg et al., 2012). The concept of double victimising refers to an interplay and 

cycling process between external victimising and internal victimising. They internalised the 

socially constructed victim-image and acted upon this image, which in turn often supported the 

bullies’ agenda and confirmed the socially constructed victim-image. Research examining 

cognitive perceptions in children who participate in bullying has found that many involved 

children experience cognitive distortions (Doll and Swearer, 2006).   

Radliff et al. (2015) is the first study to examine hopelessness as a mediator within the context 

of bullying. In a sample of 469 US middle school students, victims reported the highest levels 

of hopelessness and significantly higher scores compared with students not involved in 

bullying. Hopelessness was a mediator for victims, but not for bully-victims. Thornberg‘s 

(2015) Swedish ethnographic fieldwork in two public schools was located in urban 

neighbourhoods of different socioeconomic statuses, representing both lower and middle 

classes, in a medium-sized city. In total, 96 students (50 boys and 46 girls) from four school 

classes (two classes in Grade 4 and two classes in Grade 5) participated along with four 

teachers. The children’s age ranged from 10 to 12 years. Striving towards social acceptance 

appeared to be associated with efforts to change oneself and to socialise, perceiving the 

minority identity as unchangeable and inevitably causing bullying and social rejection appeared 

to be linked to resignation and a range of escape or avoidance behaviour, such as social 

withdrawal and avoiding others, as well as trying to be socially invisible in the classroom and 

other school settings. This has implications for the potential role of emotional 

counselling/therapeutic supports in and around schools in helping students construe their 

reactions to bullying and to minimise self-blaming approaches.   

From their longitudinal study in Finland, Sourander et al. (2007) conclude‚ ‘early crime 

prevention that focuses on bullying should be one of the highest priorities in child public 

health policy. Frequent bullying may serve as an important red flag that something is wrong 

and that intensive preventive or ameliorative interventions are warranted’ (p.550). This 

requires intensive individual emotional counselling/therapeutic supports in and around 

schools for early intervention (Downes 2020). 
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3) Increased Curricular Time Needed for SPHE and for Integration of Social and 

Emotional Education Across the Curriculum 

 

Influential international meta-analysis points to a range of benefits from curricular approaches 

to social and emotional education (SEE). SEE embraces a range of holistic approaches to 

wellbeing, emphasising awareness of emotions, caring and concern for others, positive 

relationships, making responsible decisions, resolving conflict constructively and valuing 

students’ thoughts, feelings and voices (see also Weissberg et al. 2015; Brackett et al. 2015). 

A study of more than 213 programmes found that if a school implements a quality SEE 

curriculum, they can expect better student behaviour and an 11 point increase in test scores 

(Durlak et al., 2011). Durlak et al. (2011) review found most success for those SEE approaches 

that incorporated four key combined SAFE features: Sequenced step-by-step training, active 

forms of learning, focus sufficient time on skill development and explicit learning goals. 

Another key finding, echoed also by another meta-analysis by Sklad et al. (2012), was that 

classroom teachers and other school staff effectively conducted SEE programmes so these can 

be incorporated into routine educational activities and do not require outside personnel. A 

limitation acknowledged in Durlak et al. (2011) is that nearly one third of the studies contained 

no information on student ethnicity or socioeconomic status. 56 % were delivered to primary 

school students, 31 % to middle school students. A further limitation is that most of the 

reviewed studies took place in a US context and may not directly transfer to European contexts. 

Nevertheless, Sklad et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis which includes more European studies (11 

out of 75 studies, i.e. 14.7 %) found no significant variation between US studies and other parts 

of the world in effect size for social skills (though there was only one non-US study for 

antisocial behaviour).  

Durlak et al. (2011) highlight a range of SEE benefits indirectly related to bullying and school 

violence, for outcomes on SEE skills, Attitudes, Positive Social Behaviour, Conduct Problems, 

Emotional Distress and Academic Performance. Questions still remain about change to 

bullying behaviour, as distinct from attitudes.  A recent review for the EU Commission 

emphasizes the need for a whole school approach to promoting SEE and wellbeing as part of a 

focus on developing inclusive systems in schools (Cefai, Downes & Cavioni 2021). This is 

resonant with a focus on connective relational spaces in school microsystems for bullying 

prevention (Downes 2009, 2020). 

Sklad et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis of recent, school-based, universal programmes concentrated 

on ones that promote development rather than prevent specific problems such as bullying. 

However, it is strongly resonant with Durlak et al. (2011). The review of Sklad et al. (2012) 

found that SEE programmes showed statistically significant effects on social skills, antisocial 

behaviour, substance abuse, positive self-image, academic achievement and prosocial 

behaviour. Programmes had moderate immediate effects on positive self-image, prosocial 

behaviour, academic achievement and antisocial behaviour, improving each by nearly one half 

a standard deviation. 

The increased emphasis given to personal and social development given in the new EU 

Key Competence for Lifelong Learning 2018, the Personal, Social and Learning to 

Learn Key Competence needs concrete impact in the Irish education system at primary 

and postprimary level. It is a concern that curricular time given to SPHE at primary 

level has been reduced in the past decade in Ireland (see also Ó Breacháin & O’Toole 

2013) after the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 2011. 
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4) There is a Growing Consensus on the Important of Differentiating Universal (All), 

Selected (Moderate Risk – Group) and Indicated (Chronic Need –Individual, 

Intensive Supports) Prevention Levels: The Indicated Prevention level of Individual 

Intensive Supports in and around Schools is a Clear Gap in the Irish Action Plan on 

Bullying 2013 

 

There is ‘a growing emphasis on the use of multi-tiered approaches’ (Rivara & Le Menestrel, 

2016, p. 19), specifically this three-tier level of prevention. For mental health services 

generally, distinctions can be made between universal intervention as school-wide positive 

behavioural supports, school climate promotion, targeted interventions for students at risk 

(e.g. social skills and anger management groups, classroom management strategies), and 

intensive individualized interventions with community support (e.g. therapy, implementation 

of behaviour intervention plans) in schools (Suldo, Friedrich, & Michalowski, 2010).  

 

 

 

Universal – All 

Selected – Some, Groups, Moderate Risk 

Indicated – Individual, Intensive, Chronic Need 

 

Another account of the three-tier public health model envisages selected prevention as more 

intensive social skills training and emotion-regulation approaches for small groups of youth 

at risk for becoming involved in bullying (Bradshaw, 2013). In a ‘A Call for More Effective 

Prevention of Violence in Response to the Shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School’, a 

Position Statement 2012 of the Interdisciplinary Group on Preventing School and Community 

Violence (Astor, Cornell, Espelage, Furlong, Jimerson, Mayer, Nickerson, Osher & Sugai 

2012) supported a three-tier approach, operating at universal (school-wide), targeted (for 

students who are at risk), and intensive (for students who are at the highest levels of risk and 

need) levels. A US-wide three-tier model for providing a continuum of supports for positive 

behavioural interventions and supports (PBIS) estimates that 10% to 15% of students will not 

respond to universal school-wide interventions, but will benefit from increased structure and 

contingent feedback (Reinke, Splett, Robeson, & Offutt, 2009). The PBIS model across a 

range of over 6000 US schools, albeit focusing on disruptive behaviour rather than bullying, 

estimates that 5% of students do not respond favourably to universal or selected interventions 

and thereby require intensive intervention support – that is, indicated prevention (Reinke et 

al., 2009). It is important to acknowledge that the percentages for each target group for 



  

8 
 

selective and indicated prevention can be expected to vary considerably across different 

countries. 

 

The need for a more differentiated approach to bullying research has been highlighted: “We 

think it is time for researchers to move beyond investigating whether program A works or not 

(i.e., main effects studies) to testing what works, for whom, and under what circumstances” 

(Smith, Salmivalli, & Cowie, 2012, p.438). Weare and Nind’s (2011) European Union 

Dataprev project analysed reviews on mental health promotion and problem prevention in 

schools, to extract key evidence-based principles, approaches and interventions relevant to 

European contexts. Over 500 review studies were identified of which 52 reviews met the 

inclusion criteria. The scope of this review was much wider than simply antibullying 

programmes. Weare and Nind’s (2011) review of reviews generally endorses a focus on 

universal prevention approaches, though subject to important caveats. Universal approaches 

on their own were not as effective as those that added a robust targeted element.   

 

The Irish Department of Education and Skills Action Plan on Bullying 2013  

a) does not adequately distinguish these three distinct levels of prevention of bullying 

and b) is weak on the indicated prevention level of intensive individual supports for 

both perpetrators and victims of bullying in and around schools. Neither NEPS nor 

generic programmed approaches offer individual intensive one to one emotional 

counselling/therapeutic supports needed at this indicated prevention level. A continuum 

of need and risk requires recognition and not all bullying perpetrators or victims 

require referral to CAMHS (Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services) for clinical 

level or psychiatric supports. The clear strategic gap in system supports in schools is for 

emotional counselling/therapeutic supports in and around schools to prevent problems 

of trauma accelerating into clinical levels of need.  

 

5) Increased Funding for Parenting Programmes and Family Support Services Linked 

with Schools 

 

A review of research reveals strong grounds for interventions to include a parental dimension. 

Ttofi and Farrington’s (2011) meta-analysis found that parent training was one of the program 

elements significantly associated with both a decrease in bullying and being bullied. Axford, 

Farrington et al.’s (2015) review of parental engagement and bullying suggests that there is 

good reason to involve parents in school-based bullying prevention. Given the parenting risk 

factors for bullying perpetration and victimisation, bullying prevention programmes could also 

usefully offer parenting education and support. They highlight the findings of a systematic 

review by Lereya et al. (2013) involving 70 studies which concluded that both victims and 

bully/victims are more likely to be exposed to negative parenting behaviour, including 

abuse and neglect and maladaptive parenting. Effects were small to moderate for victims 

(g= 0.10 to 0.31) but moderate for bully/victims (g= 0.13 to 0.68).   

A developmental focus on aggression recognises that coercive exchanges co-occur with harsh 

parental discipline and conflictual family dynamics, and all are associated with later bullying 

(Espelage et al., 2013).   Bolger and Patterson (2001) highlighted a significant association 

between parental maltreatment and pupil aggression in a US sample. This all points to the need 

for increased a) parenting programmes on positive communication approaches across age 

ranges to develop a culture of emotionally empathic communication and b) funding for family 

support services with stronger links between these and schools 
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The question whether the systemic scope of whole school approaches would be strengthened 

by adding a parental involvement dimension was directly addressed in an Australian study by 

Cross et al. (2012).  Cross et al.’s (2012) Australian study included a range of components, 

including whole-school, classroom, family and individual targeted (both selected and indicated 

levels), across all grade levels from 1 (5–6-year olds) to 7 (12–13-year olds). The family level 

activities worked in partnership with parents by building their awareness, attitudes and self-

efficacy to role model and help their children to develop social competence and to prevent or 

respond to bullying. These activities also encouraged school and parent communication and 

parents’ engagement with the school to reduce student bullying. The high intensity intervention 

(wholeschool, capacity building support and active parent involvement) is somewhat more 

effective than the moderate intensity intervention which comprised whole-school and capacity 

building support only, and substantially more effective than the low intensity intervention (the 

standard school program with no capacity support). The effectiveness of the high intensity 

intervention was evident among both the Grade 4 cohort tracked to Grade 6, and the Grade 6 

cohort followed to Grade 7.  

Cross et al. (2012) suggest more targeted parental engagement over and above that typically 

provided in a comprehensive whole-school program to reduce bullying. While their study 

focused on actively informing parents about bullying through and with their children, they 

acknowledge that limited training was provided for parents. While information may be needed 

for parents in some contexts, there is a need for a much wider strategy for parental engagement 

on this issue. It is notable that a feature of many approaches to parental involvement for 

bullying prevention are reliant on top-down, information based approaches rather than on ones 

that actively include the parents in constructing meaning and policy, and developing their 

parenting and communication skills (Downes & Cefai 2016).   

6) Peer Challenger Approaches such as those Advocated by the Finnish KiVa 

Programme are Psychologically and Legally Questionable 

 

Debate in the international literature on the role of peer supports for bullying prevention has 

tended to focus on the empirical efficacy or otherwise of such interventions. However, this 

needs to be more strongly combined with a legal focus that includes the maxim, primum non 

nocere, first do no harm. The negative unintended effects of interventions have tended to be 

neglected in international research on health promotion more generally (Langford et al. 2014).  

The role of peer supports has tended to focus on fellow classmates as bystanders. Bystanders 

may occupy a range of participant roles. They can act as (1) assistants, who join the bully and 

begin to bully; (2) reinforcers, who provide support to bullies; (3) outsiders, who remain 

passive bystanders or leave the situation; and (4) defenders, who help the victim (Salmivalli, 

1999). In Salmivalli and Poskiparta’s (2012) words, ‘The indicated actions involve discussions 

with victims and bullies, as well with selected prosocial classmates, who are challenged to 

support the victimized classmate’ (p.295). 

Ttofi and Farrington (2012) offer a strong critique of such peer support approaches that 

questions both their efficacy and harmful side-effects. Ttofi and Farrington (2012) observe that 

evaluations indicate the ‘not encouraging’ conclusions: although peer support schemes appear 

effective based on attitudinal surveys, these schemes are not related to actual levels of bullying 

or victimization and are quite often related to an increase in bullying and victimization. Their 

analysis was of programmes involving ‘work with peers’, if it included peer mediation, peer 
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mentoring, or engagement of bystanders in bullying situations. Programmes were not included 

as work with peers if they only had role playing exercises and ‘quality circles’ for bullying 

awareness, but no formal engagement of peers in tackling bullying. 

Referring to Canadian research (Hawkins et al., 2001), Ttofi and Farrington (2012) raise further 

concerns with peer defenders intervening in aggressive ways, ‘peer interventions may reinforce 

the aggressive behaviour of school bullies and promote a cycle of violence’ (p.456). 

Forsberg et al.’s (2014) Swedish qualitative research involved 43 semi-structured individual 

interviews aged 10-13 years across 5 schools. It observed that social hierarchies exist among 

the students, which are kept in mind when observing bullying and guide their actions by 

evoking and mutually interacting with self-protecting considerations (e.g. the fear of 

retaliation, social disapproval, social blunders, getting bullied, losing friends or losing social 

status). Whereas bystanders with self-protection concerns avoid intervening when the bullies 

are older than they are, they see themselves as more capable of intervening if they are older 

than the bullies.  A student’s intuition about the risks of getting involved may not need to be 

challenged but rather listened to. Their fear of getting involved may be a rational fear, a 

reading of circumstances where intervening would place them also at heightened risk of being 

bullied, with potentially long-term damaging consequences that are now well-documented in 

the international research literature. The position of Salmivalli and Poskiparta (2012) that 

such peers need to be ‘challenged’ to intervene requires much further consideration and 

caution, as does any such role proposed for ‘Student Anti-Bullying Anbassadors’. 

The range of serious associations with being bullied, recognised in a range of cross-cultural 

contexts and with potentially long-term effects, illustrate that this is a child welfare and child 

protection issue (Farrelly, 2007; 8th European Forum on the Rights of the Child, 2013). Against 

this backdrop, it raises questions for approaches that rely centrally on peer supports, including 

to challenge the passive bystander effect. Approaches that encourage student peers to intervene 

to defend the child or young person being bullied, or to offer supports to such a student are 

usually interrogated in terms of the efficacy or otherwise of these approaches. Salmivalli and 

her colleagues, in the KiVa national antibullying intervention in Finland, point to sizeable 

reductions in bullying (behaviour and not only attitudes) through a range of school system 

approaches that also centrally involve a peer support component with challenges to passive 

bystanders for them to intervene. From a child welfare and protection perspective, it is however 

problematic that a system response centrally relies on other children and young people’s 

responses and involvement. Defenders who intervene may or may not be putting themselves at 

risk of being bullied, depending on the motivations and power of the child/children who are 

perpetrators of the bullying. A system response to emotional supports risks being negligent, if 

it relies centrally on children and young people to provide these supports for situations with 

such serious longterm consequences.  

From a national policy perspective, it may also be problematic legally to place a burden of 

support on peers to deal with potentially highly complex emotional issues and to encourage 

interventions to defend the victim against the perpetrator of the bullying; interventions to 

defend may also be placing the child or young person at risk of themselves being bullied. At 

least it is a reasonably foreseeable consequence that this could occur and this potentially 

breaches a duty of care on the State to all its students not to encourage them into situations of 

harm for them. This legal issue of negligence if the State promotes a peer defenders approach 
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resonates also with the medical injunction, primum non nocere, first do no harm. This is not an 

argument against all aspects of peer support approaches. For example, Salmivalli (1999) makes 

an important distinction between the role of peers in refusing to reinforce a bullying process 

and in encouraging them to actively defend someone. Refusing to support a bullying process 

is a key role for peer support that differs from the unknown risks of actively defending 

someone.  

The KiVa approach assumes the perpetrator’s motivation is fundamentally to be interpreted in 

behaviourist and social learning theory terms of Bandura (1989), so that the reward patterns 

for bullying become changed through the social context of the peers’ reactions: ‘Bystanders 

maintain the bullying behaviour in part by assisting and reinforcing the bully, because such 

behaviours provide the bullies the position of power they seek after. On the other hand, if 

bystanders defend the victim, this turns bullying into an unsuccessful strategy for attaining and 

demonstrating high status. These views imply that a positive change in the bystanders’ 

behaviours will reduce the rewards gained by bullies and consequently their motivation to bully 

in the first place’ (p.797) (Kärnä et al., 2011b). Building on social-cognitive theory of Bandura 

(1989) (Kärnä et al., 2011a), according to Kärnä et al. (2011b), the KiVa program locates its 

theoretical background in the social status of aggressive children in general. It is assumed that 

bullies demonstrate their high status by harassing their low-status victims and that bullying is 

actually a strategy for gaining a powerful position in the peer group. In the KiVa program, 

bullying is viewed as a group phenomenon.  

Yet a diversity of motivations for bullying and aggression needs further recognition here. Even 

within social learning theory, the bullying may be imitative, for example as an entrenched 

pattern from home or the local community, thereby going beyond aggression as simple 

reinforcement (see Bandura et al.’s 1961 well-known Bobo doll study). Again, even internal to 

a framework of social status theory, the motivational path is open to the bullying perpetrator to 

seek to sustain a high status through challenging threats to his/her authority such as that offered 

by a peer defender – this challenge obviously could include attempts to bully also the peer 

defender. Beyond the frameworks offered by Kärnä et al. (2011 a, b), issues of bullying and 

aggression linked with attachment issues arising from early childhood (Golding et al., 2013), 

sadistic aggression (Fromm, 1977) and emotional trauma may be more enduring; they may not 

be responsive to peer negative reinforcement and even be hostile to peer defenders. A social 

reinforcement framework assumes a level of extraversion (i.e., adjustment to the external social 

world, Downes, 2003) and empathy that may not be a feature of at least some perpetrators of 

bullying. While the KiVa explanatory framework is an important one, it is not an exhaustive 

explanation of motivations of perpetrators of bullying and violence. Exceptions to this 

framework need to be envisaged in a strategic approach. 

A role for other children as support to victims in situations of bullying that are child welfare 

and child protection issues must not be an abdication of responsibility or displacement of 

responsibility onto children to cope with difficult, complex and emotionally fraught issues. It 

might be argued that once parental consent and student consent is given to engaging in a 

structured role of peer defender that this would be adequate. However, the issue is also one of 

informed consent with knowledge of the risks, and currently even such informed consent would 

be problematic, based on a limited understanding available on the complexity of this issue in 

international research. 
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IMO Submission to the Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science on School Bullying and The 

Impact on Mental Health. – 25th February 2021 

The rise in incidences of mental health disorders in children and adolescents is concerning. A 

recent report by UNICEF1 shows that Ireland ranked highly among 38 OECD/EU countries for 

child wellbeing but shows young people here are struggling with their mental health.  

A report2 on the mental health of young people by the Department of Health and Children 

noted that young people felt bullying had a negative impact on their mental health. A 

separate study carried out by the National Suicide Research Foundation3 found that bullying 

was associated with higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms, suicidal intentions 

and suicide attempts. Adolescents who had been bullied were 6.6 times more likely to 

report having attempted suicide compared to their peers. 

Schools provide the perfect opportunity for the development of good mental health and 

wellbeing. Anti-bullying procedures for primary and post-primary schools were introduced 

in September 2013, which provide clarity about bullying and an overarching national 

approach to tackling bullying at a local level in schools. Between 2013 – 2018, the Irish 

Government have published a series of policy documents to tackle bullying and promote 

wellbeing in schools. However, research by the DCU’s National Anti-Bullying Centre (ABC) 

has shown that these policy developments need to be matched by resources that support 

schools to develop adequate responses to tackle bullying and promote mental health 

awareness among children and young people. 

Cyberbullying is also having a significant emotional impact on the young people of Ireland. 

Online victimisation in Ireland was found to range from 9-14% in primary and post primary 

schools. A preliminary report shows Irish children have experienced one of the highest rates 

of cyberbullying in Europe during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a 20% increase in 

cyberbullying victimisation during lockdown4. Social media organisations have a duty to 

 
1 Unicef Innocenti Report Card 16 – Worlds of influence, Understanding what shapes child well-being in rich 
countries (2020) 
2 What helps and what hurts? Report on the outcomes of consultations with teenagers on Mental Health, 
Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 2009 
3 National Suicide Research Foundation - Young lives in Ireland, A school-based study of mental health and 
suicide prevention 
4 DCU’s National Anti-Bullying Centre (ABC) 
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protect young people from dangerous content, exploitation and cyber bullying. Strict 

measures are needed in legislation to protect children from online material that promotes, 

bullying, self-harm or eating disorders. The IMO is calling for the publication of the new 

Online Safety and Media Regulation Bill as a matter of urgency.  

Finally, young people require timely access to mental health care when necessary. The first 
point of call is General Practice, which requires resources and time to support parents and 
families who are suffering with their mental health. Access to psychological services in the 
community is required. However, young people with serious mental health and behavioural 
problems will often require an urgent assessment and support with the specialist child and 
adolescent mental health services (CAMHS). We know that the funding for CAMHS remains 
poor and that significant waiting lists remain. It is completely unacceptable that over 2000 
young people with serious mental health and behavioural problems are on a waiting list for 
an initial assessment by a CAMHS team.  
 

The IMO recommends: 

• Implement programmes in schools to raise awareness about cyberbullying and promote 
safety online; 

• Appropriately resource Anti-Bullying Procedures in schools and ensure supports are in 
place for those who are bullied or those who engage in bullying behaviour; 

• Appropriately resource of National Educational Psychological Services (NEPS) to support 
mental health and wellbeing; 

• Urgently publish the Online Safety and Media Regulation Bill with strict measures to 
protect children  from harmful on-line content; 

• Investment in publicly funded counselling and psychotherapy services and supports for 
young people in the community, accessible on GP referral;  

• Appropriately resource specialist child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS) to 
ensure timely access for vulnerable young patients. 
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About Webwise  

Webwise is the Irish Internet Safety Awareness Centre which is co-funded by the Department 

of Education and Skills and is co-financed by the European Union’s Connecting Europe 

Facility. 

 

Webwise is part of the PDST Technology in Education, which promotes and supports the 

integration of Digital Technology in teaching and learning in first and second level schools. 

The PDST Technology in Education is a section of the Professional Development Service for 

Teachers (PDST). The PDST is a teacher support service of the Teacher Education Section, 

Department of Education and Skills and is managed by Dublin West Education Centre. 

 

Webwise core work 

Webwise promotes the autonomous, effective, and safer use of the internet by young people 

through a sustained information and awareness strategy targeting parents, teachers, and 

children themselves with consistent and relevant messages. 

 

We develop and disseminate resources that help teachers integrate internet safety into 

teaching and learning in their schools. We also provide information, advice, and tools to 

parents to support their engagement in their children’s online lives. With the help of the 

Webwise Youth Advisory Panel we develop youth oriented awareness raising resources and 

campaigns that address topics such as cyber bullying, online wellbeing, digital media literacy 

and more. 

 

 

1. Cyberbullying Resources and Training Programmes 

 To reach all children, regardless of age, income or background as well as teachers and 

parents/guardians it is best to focus attention on schools. A key focus of our awareness actions 

is to provide relevant support to schools to promote the safer, more effective use of the 

internet in teaching, learning and assessment.  

We take measures to increase the specific teaching of online safety in schools in an integrated 

manner across all curricular areas through the provision of information and advice, continuing 

professional development, and curriculum specific resources for teachers to use in classrooms. 

 

Curriculum Resources 

We support the inclusion of cyber bullying awareness and prevention in the implementation 

of the Social Personal Health Education (SPHE) curriculum in Primary and Post Primary 

schools by developing learning resources that can be used by teachers in classrooms.  The 

following resources, our most recent offerings, were developed to support the integration of 

internet safety into the curriculum at Primary and Post-Primary level,: 

 

HTML Heroes is a resource that  was developed to assist primary school teachers to 

introduce internet safety and digital citizenship to 3rd and 4th class students. The programme 

includes eight lessons and four animations for use in the classroom to help children to learn 

to use the internet safely and responsibly. Cyberbullying and respectful communication is a 

core topic addressed by the HTML Heroes resource with the aim of introducing students to 



 

the issue of cyberbullying, to help them identify what forms it can take, and to help them 

learn about how they can effectively respond to it. https://www.webwise.ie/html-heroes/ 

The My Selfie primary anti-cyber bullying teachers’ handbook is a curriculum resource 

developed to engage 5th and 6th class primary school students on the topic of cyber bullying 

as part of their school’s implementation of the SPHE curriculum. A series of short animations 

are the centrepiece of the resource. These lessons are designed to help students develop the 

skills and understanding to be responsible, socially conscious and effective internet users, as 

they explore social networks for the first time. 

https://www.webwise.ie/myselfie-wider-world/ 

 

 

#UP2US AntiBullying Kit 

The #Up2Us Anti-Bullying Kit is a resource for Junior Cycle SPHE teachers and students. The 

aim of the Kit is to empower post-primary students to address bullying, in particular cyber 

bullying, in their local communities. The resource includes up to date and relevant information 

that is mediated through the use of active learning methodologies.Through discussion and 

small-group activities, this programme promotes positive actions and behaviours which help 

students to create an anti-cyber bullying environment on a school-wide level and in the wider 

world. 

https://www.webwise.ie/up2us-2/ 

 

Lockers is a curriculum resource developed to engage Junior Cycle students on the topic of 

non-consensual sharing of intimate images (sexting). The resource contains information and 

advice for school leaders on dealing with incidents, updating school policy, and the underlying 

legal framework (Currently being updated to reflect Coco’s Law). It also includes learning 

resources that can be used in classrooms to raise awareness and prevent sexting in the context 

of the SPHE curriculum. Topics explored include consent, victim blaming, media influence, 

gender stereotyping, support and help-seeking.  

https://www.webwise.ie/lockers/ 

 

Resources for younger children  

Children are increasingly accessing the internet from a younger age, a survey conducted by 

The National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre (ABC) in 2016 found that over 50% 

of children aged 6-8 years old have access to a computer with internet (National Anti-

Bullying Research and Resource Centre, 2016). 

 

The internet, digital technologies and digital media are now a prominent part of children’s 

lives. The 2015 Net Children Report outlines the vital role schools and teachers play in 

engaging children in online safety, and recommends that digital literacy be integrated into 

the primary school curriculum to ensure that all children receive training in safety skills. By 

integrating digital technology use into learning activities, schools could promote more 

positive and safer uses of devices (O’Neill & Dinh, 2015). 

 

New Programme for 1st and 2nd Class Pupils 

We are in the process of finalising a new online safety education resource for teachers of 1st 

and 2nd class. The programme which will be launched later this year aims to introduce 

https://www.webwise.ie/html-heroes/
https://www.webwise.ie/myselfie-wider-world/
https://www.webwise.ie/up2us-2/
https://www.webwise.ie/lockers/


 

children to the first steps of going online and using digital technologies in a safe responsible 

manner. The programme will also be supported by an online safety code song and animation 

that will help reinforce key safety and digital citizenship messages.  

 

All Webwise awareness resources developed under this action consider and are differentiated 

for the different levels of development of younger children and teenagers, with particular 

attention to the most vulnerable children, including those with learning and intellectual 

disabilities. The resources are developed in consultation with subject matter experts and are 

all reviewed and approved by the Inspectorate in the Department of Education.  

Dissemination of Curriculum Resources 

We disseminate hard-copy awareness-raising tools free of charge on request. Materials can 

be ordered through the Webwise website and accessed digitally. We also distribute materials 

through relevant workshops/courses and continuing professional development supports 

including school-based support provided by the PDST team. In 2020 Webwise disseminated 

over 27,000 resources to schools and teachers in Ireland.  

2. Principles of effective prevention education  

A review of online safety education programmes in Australian schools by Australia’s eSafety 

Commissioner (Walsh, Wallace, Ayling, & Sondergeld, 2020) outlined the following 

principles of effective prevention education. 

● A whole-school approach including multicomponent interventions  

● Varied teaching styles addressing a range of factors (including active skill-based 

learning, psychosocial aspects and normative education)  

● A developmental program which is appropriate to pupil’s age and maturity (including 

addressing students with learning disabilities)  

● Learning which is inclusive of difference and is socio-culturally relevant  

● Well-trained teachers  

● Theory/research-based and factual  

● A positive approach, avoiding scare tactics or confrontational strategies  

● Clear goals and outcomes, and effective monitoring and evaluation  

● Support from school leadership teams and other authorities  

● Community, parent and student engagement  

● Interventions must be of adequate length and intensity 

 

The research also outlined some additional considerations for social and emotional learning 

programs, included: understanding how to build children’s resilience, considering the role of 

empathy in preventing negative behaviour, identifying, building, strengthening and 

promoting supportive relationships, focusing on both autonomy and responsibility, teaching 

social and emotional skills and strategies for specifically for managing behaviour.  

               (Walsh, Wallace, Ayling, & Sondergeld, 2020)  

 

Framework for online safety education  

There are a number of models/frameworks outlining how to approach online safety 

education including cyberbullying, one such example from the UK Council for Internet Safety 

is the Education for a Connected World1, a tool for anyone who works with children and 

 
1 UKCIS. (2020). Education for a Connected World - 2020 edition. London. 



 

young people . It enables the development of teaching and learning as well as guidance to 

support children and young people to live knowledgeably, responsibly and safely in a digital 

world. It focuses specifically on eight different aspects of online education: 1. Self-image and 

Identity, 2. Online relationships, 3. Online reputation, 4. Online bullying, 5. Managing online 

information, 6. Health, wellbeing and lifestyle, 7. Privacy and security, 8. Copyright and 

ownership.  

The framework aims to support and broaden the provision of online safety education, so that 

it is empowering, builds resilience and effects positive culture change. The objectives 

promote the development of safe and appropriate long term behaviours, and support 

educators in shaping the culture within their setting and beyond.  

 

Digital Citizenship Education  

Experts agree, while it is important to highlight the risks which the internet may pose to 

children, a balance must be struck when it comes to online safety which acknowledges the 

many benefits and opportunities the internet offers. Practical, guided and modelled 

opportunities to learn in context will help children develop the understanding required to 

navigate the digital world. A helpful approach is through the lens of digital citizenship 

education. Digital Citizenship Education is the empowerment of children through education 

or the acquisition of competences for learning and active participation in digital society 

(Council of Europe, 2016). Drawing on research from frequently cited experts and 

organisations in the field, the Council of Europe have developed a helpful framework 

designed for educators. A set of 10 digital domains have been defined as underpinning the 

overall concept of digital citizenship by the Council of Europe. Each of the themes is made 

up of a combination of values, skills, attitudes, and knowledge and critical understanding. 

 

The themes fall into three main categories: 

● Being online (Access and Inclusion, Learning and Creativity, Media and Information 

Literacy) 

● Well-being online (Ethics and Empathy, Health and Well-being, ePresence and 

Communications) 

● Rights online (Active Participation, Rights and Responsibilities, Privacy and Security, 

Consumer Awareness) 

                 (Council of Europe, 2019) 

3. Training and CPD  

CPD training is provided for primary and post-primary teachers in the areas of online safety 

through TeacherCPD.ie. These courses help to support teachers who want to include internet 

safety in their implementation of the SPHE curriculum. For example, the Teaching Internet 

Safety in the (Post Primary) SPHE Classroom course aims to provide teachers with the skills 

and confidence to raise awareness and prevent potentially harmful online behaviour by 

students. While the Safer Internet Use in the Classroom course for primary and post primary 

teachers aims to enable them to use the internet safely and confidently in the classroom. 

https://teachercpd.ie/ 

 

4. What do young people think?  

Webwise Youth Advisory Panel  

 
 

https://teachercpd.ie/


 

It is important to listen to ‘the student voice’ when developing national campaigns and/or 

legislation with an impact on their online activities. 

 

We have an established and successful mechanism for listening to children, the Webwise 

Youth Advisor Panel, which supports our work to recognise the changing array of risks they 

face, to address children’s own worries and to support children’s ability to cope.  The  

Webwise Youth Advisory Panel (WebYAP) is made up of post-primary students from across 

Ireland.  The members of WebYAP are not elected and are not expected to be nationally 

representative, however,  the membership reflects different geographic areas, age groups 

and social groups.  

 

We spoke to the Webwise Youth Advisory Panel in March 2021 about this topic specifically. 

Among issues raised by the panel were providing schools with more guidance on dealing 

with cyberbullying incidents, the role of industry to protect children and young people 

online, the importance of involving young people in anti-bullying interventions and more 

focus on the role of the bystander.  

  

“I think it’s vital to have student led committees in place to start this conversation and in order 

to help prevent these challenges. Anti bullying committees that have teachers involved are 

essential in schools for students in the situation to feel they’ve someone to go to for help. I 

think the key to preventing school bullying whether in person or online is to open the 

discussion on it. These issues can also be prevented through anti bullying resources and 

programs that can be taught as part of the SPHE curriculum. Schools should also consider 

working alongside Gardai and hosting talks with the Gardai about the consequences that can 

result from their actions.”  

           Webwise Youth Panel Member, Aged 20 

 

“In my opinion, cyber bullying is one of the worst forms of bullying. It follows you everywhere 

and there’s little to no escape from it. I truly believe that schools don’t have the facilities to 

properly deal with cyber bullying because it's so hard to identify and trace. The anonymity of 

being online makes cyber bullying so much more difficult to eradicate. School programmes 

outlining the best way to deal with cyber bullying and the importance of respecting others 

rights online is in my opinion the best way to deal with this ongoing issue. Teaching children 

from a young age how to deal with this problem that we face is how we will ensure that in the 

future has less online harassment. I believe talks from the Gardai are the most impactful on 

young people.” 

 

           Webwise Youth Panel Member, Aged 16 

 

“To my knowledge ‘Reporting bad behaviour’ is proven difficult for the people of my age group, 

especially since there is a fear of being ostracised or bullied online. I believe that all social media 

should put more explanation about reporting on a comment or post. What the reporting does, 

and what information was shared with the person who has been reported? 

I know that when it comes to reporting bad behaviour (bullying, rude comments) I often find 

myself worrying that the person I am reporting will know who I was and backlash at me with 

horrid comments. Social Media Platforms should let its viewers know about the safety features, 

this includes the identity or anonymity of the reporter and reported person. 



 

“when it comes to being a bystander to cyberbullying, there is not enough information on how 

to approach it. Many people, including myself, would initially think about replying to the 

comment but then worry about severe backlash from the user. I really think that Social Media 

Platforms and schools should discuss and offer more attention to cyberbullying bystanders.” 

          Webwise Youth Panel Member, Aged 16  

 

“Sadly in this day and age we need to train our younger generation to prepare for the harmful 

effects of the ongoing increasing social media platforms. Almost like heading out to battle we 

need to normalise how dangerous social media can be if we engage with aggressive and 

negative activity rising online. TikTok has been a huge susceptible for the increase of suicides. 

This app has an infinite scroll of videos based on unrealistic body images and goals for kids to 

change their body types to fit into a certain class.” 

 

          Webwise Youth Panel Member, Aged 17 

 

“The guidelines provided for schools around how much domain they have over Cyber-Bullying 

and how they would deal with this is in many ways unclear, and many schools either opt out of 

dealing with external school bullying issues, especially in relation to cyberbullying. Better 

facilities could be provided in school to deal with this, often in bullying situations or online 

disputes both parties can be in the wrong, a system where these situations are not just dealt 

with by one person and would deal with mediation rather than punishment of the offender(s).” 

 

...In many situations, one person accuses a person of cyberbullying or any bullying offence, and 

even if they are also in the wrong, the school will punish the person they accused without 

looking fully into the information. Ensuring that these situations were dealt with in an unbiased 

and systematic way could prevent people being wrongly punished or offenders evading 

punishment and not being reprimanded…  

 

The Gardaí often comes to schools or youth groups and talks to young people about the 

implications of cyberbullying and inappropriate image sharing. While the Gardaí are an 

essential source of information regarding these topics, as they are the ones that will end up 

dealing with these situations, in my experience, they can often present outdated information 

and may not talk about the whole picture... A clear, concise and well-produced national video 

from the government where not only Gardaí but perhaps people who work with young people, 

young people themselves and social media organisations may be quite a bit more effective and 

engaging, this way we get the full picture from organisations dealing with the legal side of it 

and people who can sympathise with the mental and social side of these topics.” 

           Webwise Youth Panel Member, Aged 18 

 

“I do feel that teachers and even parents need more education on bullying/cyberbullying I do 

believe they try their best but I do feel once the cyberbullying or in person bullying is stopped 

that's it’s forgotten about it, I do think there's more education for teachers/parents needed on 

how the student that experienced been bullied moves forward past the terrible experience they 

went through because it might have affected them more than they know of and that it could of 

had a huge affect on their mental health and the teachers/parents might not even realise it 



 

and that can be carried on for a long time in the future which is why I believe there's more 

education needed on this for primary schools and secondary schools” 

 

                 Webwise Youth Panel Member, Aged 16 

 

“when schools create... policies, they need to have input from children and teens. Staff in 

schools should create a team of students and ask them for their opinions or carry out surveys 

and ask questions about the change students want.” 

 

           Webwise Youth Panel Member, Aged 16 

 

Student-led Programmes  

Students often learn best from other students and they should be given opportunities to 

express their views on matters important to them. The Safer Internet Day (SID) Ambassador 

Programme is a peer-to-peer training programme that equips post-primary students with 

the skills, knowledge, and confidence to lead their own online safety campaigns in their 

schools and local communities for Safer Internet Day. The students on the programme are 

trained by young people on the Webwise Youth Advisory panel, with the support of 

members of the Webwise team. The programme is developed in consultation with the 

Webwise Youth Panel who assist in the selection of the topics and also provide peer 

mentoring to Ambassadors throughout the programme. Within the programme students 

explore important online safety issues including cyberbullying, online wellbeing, image-

sharing, false information and more. Students involved in the programme create innovative 

and wide ranging awareness raising initiatives such as online campaigns, videos, podcasts, 

lessons and information evenings. The SID Ambassador Programme also includes a teacher 

training element to assist teachers with how they can best support their students as they 

lead online safety initiatives.  

https://www.webwise.ie/trending/sid-ambassador-programme-open/ 

 

“When it comes to talking about cyber-bullying and all forms of bullying within schools, an 

approach where conversation and peer-to-peer was encouraged may make programs more 

engaging. Allowing students to talk to each other about the topics and learn from each other 

rather than from an adult who may not have the necessary knowledge to talk in depth about 

cyber-bullying. Obviously you would have to ensure that the conversation stays focused and 

that misinformation is discouraged. A range of talking activities where topical questions are 

posed to students would be very effective, this would help to prevent bullying as students who 

are perhaps tempted to participate in cyber-bullying could learn the views of their peers and 

the actual effect of their words and actions, rather than being told in an extremely logical and 

dehumanising way.” 

      

     Webwise Youth Advisory Panel Member (Aged 18) 

 

 

5. Awareness Raising 

Safer Internet Day 

https://www.webwise.ie/trending/sid-ambassador-programme-open/


 

Our ongoing awareness raising efforts build toward Safer Internet Day. We run a PR and 

online marketing campaign aimed at increasing the number of both teacher-led and youth-

led internet safety awareness activities by schools and other organisations.  

 

We stimulate activity in schools by communicating with them early in the school year with 

details of the theme, sharing ideas for successful actions, and pointing them to useful 

resources. We incentivise participation and capture some activities by developing 

promotional materials and running competitions. Schools are encouraged to sign-up for 

Safer Internet Day and share details of what they are doing to mark the day via the dedicated 

saferinternetday.ie website. Every school who signs up receives a free Safer Internet Day 

pack. 

 

While online safety and cyberbullying education and awareness should not be confined to 

one day per year, awareness initiatives such as Safer Internet Day allows students to take a 

lead in online safety and anti-bullying initiatives while also involving the wider community 

and industry. Safer Internet Day and similar awareness-raising initiatives should be part of a 

year-round approach to cyberbullying and online safety that incorporates a range of whole-

school activities (lessons, talks, parental engagement, training, etc.) 

 

 

Awareness Campaigns  

We devise inventive, attention-grabbing and informative awareness campaigns using the most 

appropriate media, taking into account best practice and leveraging the goodwill and contacts 

we have cultivated. These communication initiatives may involve the participation of children 

and young people. We aim to maintain high visibility and press coverage of the activities of 

the project through different strategies including use of traditional (press, radio, TV) and online 

media.  

 

Connected Campaign  

The Connected short film and awareness raising campaign explores how young people 

communicate and connect online. Based on real life experiences, the campaign highlights 

the different forms that cyberbullying and online harassment can take, encourages young 

people to reflect on their actions online and to consider the impact that their behaviour can 

have on others. The campaign is supported by information and advice for young people on 

dealing with online harassment, managing online wellbeing, and respectful communication 

online. To reach young people in the spaces they spend time in, the awareness campaign ran 

primarily on social media. The Connected video has had more than one million views across 

multiple online platforms. While young people were the target audience, the campaign also 

had high levels of engagement with parents and educators. 

https://www.webwise.ie/connected-campaign/ 

 

The Full Picture 

The most recent Webwise awareness campaign The Full Picture follows on from the issues 

highlighted in Connected, and addresses the influences and pressures that young people 

face online. While acknowledging the positive elements of social media, the campaign 

encourages young people to critically evaluate the content they encounter online and 

https://www.webwise.ie/connected-campaign/


 

highlights how social media helps us share our lives, but doesn’t tell the whole story. The 

campaign is supplemented with supporting material which provides young people with 

advice on managing their online wellbeing, how to filter myth from reality, and the role that 

algorithms play in determining what you see in your news feed. More than 1 million viewers 

have watched the campaign video: https://www.webwise.ie/thefullpicture/ 

  

Events 

We organise events including national/local events for Safer Internet Day and participate in 

relevant events organised by third parties.  

 

Be Kind Online Series 

Recently, to mark Safer Internet Day 2021 Webwise, and our partners in the Irish Safer Internet 

Centre, Hotline.ie; ISPCC Childline; and National Parents Council Primary, organised the 

#BeKindOnline Webinar Series for parents and educators. These free webinars were designed 

to help to empower healthy online behaviours in children and young people. The series, which 

was hosted by the Department of Justice, attracted approximately 1,500 attendees. 

 

6. Supporting Parents  

The National Parents Council Primary (NPC) with its regional networks and team of qualified 

trainers are uniquely positioned to influence children’s risk behaviour through delivering 

internet safety seminars to parents. By using our combined networks of resources and the 

relationships we have built up (nationally and internationally) over a decade the Webwise 

initiative and the NPC Primary coordinate a strong, consistent and up to date safety message 

and ensure it reaches parents through the national roll out of internet safety workshops for 

parents. 

Webwise Parents Hub and Guide  

The Webwise Parents Hub is a platform dedicated to the provision of free online safety 

advice, information, and resources for parents. The Parents' Hub offers information on a 

range of online safety topics including advice videos from experts in parenting, technology, 

and education;  talking points to help parents start a conversation with their child about 

sensitive topics; how-to guides; explainer guides to popular apps and platforms; and 

downloadable online safety advice booklets. The range of information and tools provided on 

the Parents’ Hub supports parents to engage confidently with their children’s lives online, 

and to help ensure that they can support their children to understand the benefits and the 

risks of being online. 

 

https://www.webwise.ie/parents/ 

 

7. Recommendations  

● Cyberbullying is a complex topic and effective responses should involve all actors. 

Social media companies and platforms can do more to raise awareness of 

cyberbullying. This could include proactively sign-posting to relevant resources and 

supports, highlighting the safety features available on their own platforms, and 

ongoing engagement with stakeholders to ensure that cyberbullying reporting 

methods are clear and effective. 

https://www.webwise.ie/thefullpicture/
https://www.webwise.ie/parents/


 

● There is a lack of up to date national research into children’s use of digital 

technologies, more research (particularly for younger children) is required to help 

best inform education programmes.  

● School approaches to bullying (including cyberbullying) should be child-focused and 

involve the entire school community. Programmes should give students opportunities 

to input and express their needs. Children and young people should be given the 

opportunity to express their views and needs in the development of anti-bullying 

programmes. 

● As noted in the Best Practice Framework for Online Safety Education (Walsh, Wallace, 

Ayling, & Sondergeld, 2020), Training must begin in preservice teacher education and 

continue into teacher education. 

● Bystanders or witnesses play important roles in the dynamic of bullying. The school-

wide approach should aim to seek to change behaviour and encourage students to 

report bullying and change anti-bullying attitudes to anti-bullying behaviour. Given 

that most bystanders already hold anti-bullying attitudes or beliefs, intervention 

strategies could potentially utilise these to encourage bystanders to act in supporting 

victims of bullying when it is witnessed. By raising awareness of their role as 

bystanders and increasing understanding of the impacts of bullying on victims, 

bystanders can be encouraged to help to reduce bullying among the peer group. 

However, they need to be taught how to respond in a safe and constructive way. 

● Education can be supported by national awareness raising messages that 

complement education programmes. Create further awareness among children, 

young people and parents around the topic of cyberbullying via a national awareness 

campaign. 
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Introduction  

CyberSafeKids is an Irish charity set up in 2015, under the name of CyberSafeIreland, to provide expert 

guidance to primary schools, children and to parents in the safe and responsible use of all 

communications technologies, as well as being a strong advocate for children’s online safety.  To date, 

the charity has spoken to 27,000 children aged 8 - 13 in schools across Ireland and to 6,000 parents as 

well as hundreds of teachers.  Our sessions provide practical advice on how to embrace the 

opportunities for learning and enjoyment that technology can deliver, whilst equipping children and 

parents with the tools to avoid harm.  Also in view of the strong reluctance of children to tell and seek 

help when they have been cyberbullied, our awareness raising events with parents include information 

on how they can recognise and support their children when they have been subjected to cyberbullying. 

 

We welcome the opportunity to make a written submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on 

Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science on the topic of “School 

Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health”. Our submission will focus on the area of cyberbullying 

specifically since this is an area related to our work and it will focus on primary school aged children as 

our work concentrates on this age-group, their parents and their teachers. 

 

Overview  

We recognise that the internet is a powerful and ubiquitous resource available to all people across 

Ireland.  It plays a hugely important role in all of our lives and can provide a very beneficial educational 

resource for children as well as a source of entertainment and social engagement.  This has never been 

more apparent than over the last year during periods of strict lockdown when children faced significant 

limitations on their ability to access education, socialise with their peers, play sport or find sources of 

entertainment outside of their homes.   

Whilst the internet brings us opportunities unimaginable twenty years ago, it also brings with it risks, 

particularly for children.  Risks include the sharing of too much personal information, exposure to 

inappropriate content such as pornography or extreme violence, online grooming and extortion and, 

the focus of this submission, cyberbullying. 

2021/148
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Cyberbullying can take a number of forms and overlaps in many ways with traditional forms of bullying 

in that there is intention to cause harm, it is targeted and there is an imbalance of power.1  One 

differentiation is repetition since one online post can be considered bullying because of the potential 

for it to be shared, liked and commented upon, all of which can exacerbate a bullying situation.  A 

commonly used definition of cyberbullying is: “an aggressive act or behaviour that is carried out using 

electronic devices by a group or individual repeatedly and over time against a victim who cannot easily 

defend him or herself”.2  Where traditional bullying might stop at the school gates, the nature and 

means of cyberbullying means that it can be much more pervasive as children are increasingly online.  

Types of cyberbullying include:  

● excluding people from groups 

● posting nasty comments 

● sending hurtful messages 

● using someone’s photo without permission 

● threatening to share information about  a person online 

● sending non-consensual images and videos taken of a person  

● using fake profiles or accounts to target, threaten or scare someone 

● “bandwagoning” - others jumping in to repeat or continue the online harassment 

Children’s Access to Technology 

As children’s access to technology grows so too does the potential for incidences of cyberbullying to 

increase. As Mona O’Moore notes in her book ‘Understanding Cyberbullying’, “there is general 

agreement among researchers that the more frequent a child or teen’s use of the internet, the greater 

the risk that they will become a victim of cyberbullying”.3 Data from our latest annual report underpins 

how much access children have to technology with 93% of 8 - 12 years olds saying that they own their 

own smart device.4  Tablets are the most popular overall device with 55% of children owning one, 

followed by games consoles (52%) and smartphones (44%). Smartphone ownership rises with age with 

20% of 8-year olds and 24% of 9-year olds owning one as compared to 73% of 12-year olds.  In terms of 

what children are doing online, we know that chatting to friends, watching videos and gaming are 

particularly popular pastimes, with about 70% of the children we surveyed playing online games and 

65% signed up to social media and instant messaging apps with TikTok, WhatsApp, YouTube and 

Snapchat among the most popular apps.  

 

                                                           
1 O’Moore, M. (2014), Understanding Cyberbullying: A Guide for Parents and Teachers. Dublin, Veritas. 
2Smith,P.K, and Steffgen,G.(2013). Cyberbullying through the new media: Findings from an international network. 

London, New York: Psychology Press.  
3 O’Moore,M, (2014) op.cit. 
4 CyberSafeIreland Annual Report (2019):  https://www.cybersafekids.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2021/02/csi_annual_report_2019.pdf 
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Impact on Schools 

Much cyberbullying relates to a child’s own peer group, which largely centres around school: “While 

much cyberbullying among children and teenagers is activated outside of school hours, the hurtful 

behaviours and damage caused arise largely from relationship problems, which are formed during 

school hours”5. As we regularly visit schools and chat to both children and teachers, we are aware that 

cyberbullying is a common problem in schools.  We ask teachers via an online survey to outline how 

many online safety issues they have had to deal with over the preceding year.  In our experience, most 

incidents relate to some form of cyberbullying.  Fig. 1 below shows that 41% of teachers did not have to 

deal with any incidents.  The majority however, had dealt with at least one incident.  26.5% dealt with 

one incident and 30% dealt with 2 – 5 incidences.  A minority of teachers (2.7%) dealt with more than 5 

in the course of the school year.6  In view of children’s reluctance to tell an adult as will be detailed 

later, these percentages, most probably, are an underestimate of the true level of cyberbullying. 

 
Figure 1 

 

“As online communication is an increasingly popular means of children communicating with one 

another, it inevitably becomes a part of school life, and so, equally inevitable are incidents of 

cyberbullying. It often relates to comments in WhatsApp groups for example, or exclusion and this can 

affect the dynamic in the classroom. Cyberbullying is an ongoing concern and we would always be 

vigilant and we need to be vigilant'” - Dr Barry O’Leary, Principal of St. Kevin’s National School (March 

2021) 

 

 

                                                           
5 O’Moore, M. (2014), op.cit. 
6 CyberSafeIreland, 2019 
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“In a 6th Class I asked if anyone had been bullied online, lots of hands went up. Two girls sitting at 

different tables gave each other really hard ice-cold stares. It was obvious they had been bullying each 

other online. Others looked at both of them too. When we discussed it more and how hurtful it is you 

could see their faces get even sadder. I don’t know what they were doing online but it was obvious it 

was causing them both huge pain and affecting all the others at their tables”. – Aoife Boyle, 

CyberSafeKids Trainer 

Further data and observations 

Whilst we have always collected data from children, in respect of their understanding of online safety, 

we have not specifically asked them questions about their experiences of bullying until this academic 

year (2020/21).   The data we outline here has not yet been published in an annual report. It is based on 

responses from 2,089 children aged 8 - 12 years gathered between September 2020 and February 2021.  

49% of respondents were male and 51% female.  We asked children to tick any experiences (outlined in 

the Fig. below) that they had had and there was an option to say ‘I haven’t experienced any of these’.  

Overall, 73% of children said that they hadn't experienced any form of cyberbullying indicated in the 

survey and 27% had experienced some form of cyberbullying. Some children had experienced more 

than one form of cyberbullying. As Fig 2 indicates, the most common experience is exclusion with 14% 

stating that they had been kept out of chat/message groups. 12% had been sent hurtful messages and 

9% had had nasty comments posted about them.   

 
Fig 2. 

 

In terms of gender differences, as is outlined in Fig 3 below, we noted that boys were slightly more 

likely than girls to have been excluded from chat/message groups (15% vs. 12%) and girls were slightly 
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more likely to have had nasty comments posted about them (10% vs. 8%).  There was a bigger 

distinction relating to having been sent hurtful messages, with 15% of girls reporting this in contrast to 

9% of boys. 

 
Fig 3 

In follow-up, we asked the children who had experienced some form of cyberbullying, what they had 

done about it and provided a number of options for them to tick. It is positive to note as seen in Fig.4 

that most children (63%) said that they had told a parent or a trusted adult (see Table 4).  This is a 

critically important strategy for a child in terms of dealing effectively with a bullying situation and 

getting support.  More worryingly, almost a third of children (30%) said that they kept it to 

themselves. This is of particular concern because it means the child is not getting any support from a 

trusted adult and there is the risk that the situation may continue or intensify. The gender breakdown is 

revealing in that boys were much more likely to keep it to themselves than girls (31% vs. 17%).  They 

were also less likely to tell a parent or trusted adult (42% of boys vs. 60% of girls). This may have 

implications for how it is addressed in schools as boys may well need more encouragement to report 

incidences.  

 
Fig 4 
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As noted earlier, exclusion is a particularly common form of bullying and children don’t always 

recognise it as such. It comes up often in our discussions with children and teachers. 

“A teacher had a chat with me after a talk one day and mentioned that the internet has created a 

social gap in several ways. She observed that some children aren’t allowed to do anything online and 

others are allowed to do everything. There was a “Discord7 gang” in the class and they talked a 

certain way and would only interact with each other and “VSCO girls”8 dressed a certain way that 

separated them from other children... I think children forget/don’t realise that exclusion is a form of 

bullying.” -Rachel Lynch, former Trainer for CyberSafeKids and trained counsellor. 

“I remember a child in 4th class told me about a time when a 'friend' organised a pizza party at her 

house and didn't invite her. The discussion about the party had started on WhatsApp but then she was 

excluded from the group.  She knew on what day it was supposed to take place and that all her friends 

had been invited, though they denied all knowledge.  In the end she saw that her friends were all at 

this girl's house thanks to the ‘Snap Map’ feature on Snapchat sharing their location. Everyone 

continued to deny that they had been invited to a pizza party and she ended up feeling miserable.”, 

Ann Harte, CyberSafeKids Trainer  

 

Aside from exclusion, other forms of cyberbullying include mean comments and actions. Online 

communication can differ from face-to-face communication in a number of ways, but one important 

distinction is the lack of eye contact, which in some cases can lead to lower levels of empathy for those 

they’re communicating with or about because they can’t see the impact of their words or actions on the 

other person so they’re less exposed to their reaction. Studies have shown that perpetrators and 

victims display lower levels of empathy and that conversely, “upstanders” (children who intervene in 

bullying situations either by defending the victim or reporting the incident) show higher levels of 

empathy.9  A lack of eye contact can also be a cause of negative online behaviour because people feel 

that they can say things online that they wouldn't say to someone’s face because they can hide behind 

a screen or behind a facade of anonymity.10    

 

                                                           
7 Discord is a chat service that is popular among gamers - https://discord.com/ 
8 VSCO girls is a reference to an online trend among girls popular on TikTok and Instagram with a focus on dressing 

in a certain way: https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/vsco-girl-what-mean-stand-wear-trend-scrunchie-
instagram-tiktok-a9121556.html 
9 Zych,I.,Farrington,D.P.,Liorent,V.J,.Totfi,M.M.(2017). Protecting Children Against Bullying and Its Consequences. 

Springer Briefs in Psychology.  
10 Computers in Human Behavior. Volume 28, Issue 2, March 2012, Pages 434-443 Lapidot, N. & Azy Barak Lefler: 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0747563211002317 
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“A child was laughing as he told me that when he had beaten someone at Fortnite, they [the person 

he had beaten] said he hoped his parents died and that he got Cancer…. It was worrying how 

desensitised the child was.” - Rachel Lynch 

Impacts of bullying 

Mona O’Moore highlights that cyberbullying may well go unnoticed as online activity is “more invisible 

to the adult eye; cyberspace allows for much greater freedom from adult supervision”.11  It can also be 

harder to address and especially if the evidence is difficult to remove from the internet. The impact of 

bullying can be severe, with research indicating that “bullying has very damaging short- and long-term 

consequences”12, which can have wider implications for society. Short-term impacts largely relate to 

negative effects on wellbeing, including, anxiety, low self-esteem, poor body image, depression and 

suicide ideation.  Worryingly, cyberbullying has been more strongly related to suicide than has 

traditional bullying. Of note, involvement in bullying, whether as bully, victim or both, can have 

significant long-term mental health effects. For example, longitudinal studies have reported later 

psychosomatic problems, withdrawn behaviour, self-esteem problems, anticipation of failure, 

depression, anxiety disorders and even psychosis.13  

Protecting children from cyberbullying 

To prevent and counter cyber-bullying of children and young people, research is showing that society, 

schools, teachers,  parents and young people need to work together to set policy and good practice.  

International best practice indicates that this can best be done by implementing a whole school 

community approach to tackling bullying.14 The elements which are necessary to embed a whole school 

community approach have been outlined in the Department of Education and Skills, Anti-Bullying 

Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2013). 

 As we learn more about cyberbullying there are, of course, specific modules that will need to be 

incorporated into the whole school community approach that will help focus on safe and healthy cyber 

–behaviour.  Evidence is available to indicate that where countries have fully embedded internet safety 

in the curriculum, young people have become more digitally aware and proficient.15 The earlier 

children are introduced to regular class discussions on cyberbullying, the more able they will be to 

recognise the signs and be able to cope with the negative behaviours in an effective manner and 

                                                           
11 O’Moore, M (2014), op.cit. 
12 Zych,I.(2017),op.cit. 
 
13 Ibid. 
14 O’Moore, M. et al.(2013). Guidelines to Prevent cyberbullying: a cross-national review. In Smith,P.K. and 

Steffgen,G.(eds). Cyberbullying through the new media: Findings from an international network. London, New 
York: Psychology Press. 
15 S. Livingstone, K. Ólafsson, B. O'Neill, V. Donoso, Towards a Better Internet for children, www.eukidsonline.net 
(2012). 

http://www.eukidsonline.net/
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importantly seek help if necessary.16 The poor level of peer intervention among Irish children and teens 

when they are witness to bullying has been found to be most resistant to change and will require 

particular attention.17 However, to implement all the recommended components of a whole school 

community approach has been shown to be particularly challenging for primary schools.18 Thus, for 

schools to target not only the risk factors for involvement in traditional and cyber bullying, but also the 

protective factors, which have been reported by Zych et al.19 to confer resilience on bullies, victims and 

bully-victims against the adverse effects of bullying, will require the assistance of external agencies such 

as is currently provided by ABC (the National Anti-bullying Research and Resource Centre) and by 

CyberSafeKids. 

 

Final Remarks 

We would like to thank the Committee for providing this opportunity to us to comment on the bullying 

in schools.  Whilst we have limited our comments and observations to cyberbullying, we hope that we 

have conveyed how pervasive this form of bullying is among children and the extent to which it can 

impact on the physical and mental health of children, both in the short and long term. The educational 

impact can also be significant. It is imperative going forward, given that the majority of children who are 

bullied are involved in both traditional bullying and cyberbullying, that schools need to have a very 

well-articulated policy and an effective bullying prevention programme that meets the gold standard 

of a whole school /community wide approach to bullying. Given the extent to which children 

increasingly communicate online, schools need to encourage, in particular, discussions around 

respectful online communication. Also they need to promote activities and discussion related to 

building empathy and highlight how online communication can be more challenging in this regard.  In 

addition, bystanders need to be more strongly encouraged to defend the victim and not reinforce the 

bully. It is their actions and those of all the other stake holders in the school community, that can make 

or break the continuation of all forms of bullying, especially cyberbullying. 

To date, CyberSafeKids have played and will continue to play a significant role in meeting the need of 

schools to acquire the necessary understandings and competences to prevent, identify and respond 

effectively to the increasing prevalence of cyberbullying in their school communities. It is hoped that 

our data collection will further our understanding and enhance future initiatives in our schools to 

prevent and counter cyberbullying.  

 

                                                           
16 O’Moore,M.(2014),op.cit. 
17 O’Moore,M. (2012). Cyber-bullying in Ireland: the situation in Ireland. Pastoral Care in Education, Vol.30,(3), 

209-223 
18 Duffy, C.(2017). A Multi-Systemic Approach to Bullying in Irish Primary Schools. Unpublished D.Ed. thesis, 

University College Dublin.  
19 Zych,I.(2017),op.cit. 
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“The one incident that will always stand for me is the parent who stood up and spoke about her son's 

experience of cyberbullying. She had noticed a gradual change in her son's behaviour, he had become 

very quiet and introverted. When asked, he would deny that there was anything wrong. She put this 

down to the fact that he was almost 13 and becoming a teenager. One thing that she did notice was 

that he wore the same sweatshirt every day and every day he asked her to wash it. It turned out that 

weeks later, she confronted him and asked him what was going on. He broke down and explained that 

he was being bullied online by boys in his school. They also tried to beat him up regularly and that's 

why his sweatshirt had footprints on it most days. He said that by giving her the sweatshirt he was 

actually trying to tell her there was a problem without saying it. He had been afraid to talk about 

what was really going on in case his parents took his phone from him. She said that what really upset 

her son was not just that he was being bullied but that none of his friends came forward to help him 

and he felt  completely isolated as a result” - Ann Harte, 2021 
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1. Introduction   
 

The Children’s Rights Alliance unites over 120 organisations working together to make Ireland one of the 
best places in the world to be a child. We change the lives of all children in Ireland by making sure that 
their rights are respected and protected in our laws, policies and services. We identify problems for 
children. We develop solutions. We educate and provide information and legal advice on children's rights.   

The Children’s Rights Alliance welcomes the opportunity to make a written submission to the Joint 
Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science on School Bullying 
and the Impact on Mental Health. The Department of Education defines bullying as ‘unwanted negative 
behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical, conducted by an individual or group against another person (or 
persons) and which is repeated over time’.1 It takes various forms such as threatening, taunting, spreading 
rumours, pushing and kicking and excluding.2 Ireland has been working to tackle the issue of bullying and its 
impact on children and young people across Irish society for a number of years with the Irish Government 
having recognised that all forms of bullying and discrimination are unacceptable.3 Ireland’s approach to 
tackling bullying for children and young people has been multi-faceted with bullying being addressed in 
different national policies and legislative provisions. The focus of this submission relates to bullying that 
occurs within the school context or where the education sector may have a role to play in addressing it. 

2. Children’s Rights 

 

All children have the right to be protected from abuse and neglect.4 This includes the right of all children and 
young people to be free from psychological and physical bullying from other children and adults including 
cyberbullying.5 The UN Committee on the Rights of the Child has recommended that educational measures 
should include: 

...provision of accurate, accessible and age-appropriate information and empowerment on life skills, 
self-protection and specific risks, including those relating to ICTs and how to develop positive peer 
relationships and combat bullying; empowerment regarding child rights in general and in particular 
on the right to be heard and to have their views taken seriously.6 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) affords every child the right to the highest attainable 
standard of physical and mental health.7 This right covers the full spectrum of health and wellbeing and 
fulfilling the right requires ‘a comprehensive multisectoral response … through integrated systems ... that 
involve parents, peers, the wider family and schools and the provision of support and assistance through 
trained staff’.8 

The UN Committee has drawn a link between high rates of mental health problems among adolescents with 
‘violence, ill-treatment, abuse and neglect, including sexual abuse, unrealistically high expectations, and/or 

 
1 Department of Education and Skills, Anti-bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-primary Schools, (DES 2013) 5. 
2 Williams et al (2018) Growing Up in Ireland National Longitudinal Study of Children – the lives of 13 year olds, 154.   
3 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The national policy framework for Children & Young People 2014 – 
2020 (DCYA 2014) 79. 
4 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, A/ RES/44/25 (20 November 1989) Arts 19 and 34. 
5 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General comment No. 13 (2011) on the right of the child to freedom from all forms of violence, para 21 
(g) and 22 (b). 
6 ibid para 44(b). 
7 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (20 November 1989) 1577 UNTS 3 (UNCRC) Art 24. 
8 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC), General comment No. 20 (2016) on the implementation of the rights of the child during adolescence, 
6 December 2016, CRC/C/GC/20, para 58. 



 

 

bullying or hazing in and outside school’ and has recommended that States provide young people with all 
necessary services.9 

The UN Committee has noted that young people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 
(LGBTI+) commonly experience violence, stigmatization and bullying which has been associated with low 
self-esteem, higher rates of depression, suicide and homelessness.10 It has recommended that States take 
effective action to prevent forms of violence, discrimination or bullying by raising public awareness and 
implementing safety and support measures.11 

3. Policy Background   
 

Ireland has adopted a number of different policies to tackle bullying. These policies span across the 
education sector, child protection polices and youth strategies. Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: the 
national policy framework for children and young people contains an aim specifically focused on protecting 
children and young people from bullying and discrimination.12 A specific focus is placed on the groups of 
children and young people who may be particularly vulnerable to bullying and discrimination including 
LGBTI+ young people, those in detention, in the alternative care system and children and young people from 
minorities.13 The policy commits to developing a national framework for anti-bullying.14 This national 
framework for anti-bullying has yet to be developed and there is no indication of when this work will begin. 
 
The Children First National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children informs people about how to 
carry out their child protection duties. The guidance recognises that bullying affects the lives of an increasing 
number of children in Ireland and again, in line with other policy documents, highlights that minority groups 
are more vulnerable to bullying than others.15 Importantly it sets out that where a series of instances of 
bullying occur where the behaviour could possibly be regarded as abuse, professionals may need to make a 
referral to child protection services and the Gardaí.16 

Ireland’s approach to tackling bullying has focused largely on the education system. In 2013, the Department 
of Education and Skills published a National Action Plan on Bullying in schools. Before this, the last guidelines 
for tackling bullying in schools dated from 1993. The plan sets out the approach to tackling bullying and 
promoting anti-bullying culture in schools. It is envisaged as a starting point to ensure that there is an 
understanding about bullying among the whole school community in keeping with the whole school 
approach to tackling bullying. The plan contains 12 actions that focus on support for schools, teacher training 
and research, awareness-raising and aims to ensure that all forms of bullying are addressed.17  

The key commitment in the policy was to introduce new anti-bullying procedures for schools. The plan also 
committed to developing a national anti-bullying website that is now in operation (www.tacklingbullying.ie). 
Many of the actions have been implemented over the five years of the policy being in 
operation. Implementation of the plan in schools is assessed as part of the Department of Education and 

 
9 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 4 (2003) Adolescent health and development in the context of the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, para 22. 
10 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General comment No. 20 (2016) on the implementation of the rights of the child during adolescence 
CRC/C/GC/20, para 33. 
11 ibid para 34. 
12 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The national policy framework for Children & Young People 2014 – 
2020 (DCYA 2014) aim 3.3. 
13 ibid 77. 
14 ibid 82. 
15 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Children’s First National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children 2017, 12. 
16 ibid 12-13. 
17 Department of Education and Skills, Action Plan On Bullying Report of the Anti-Bullying Working Group to the Minister for Education and Skills 
January 2013 <https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/Action-Plan-On-Bullying-2013.pdf> accessed 25 March 2021. 

http://www.tacklingbullying.ie/


 

 

Skills Inspectors whole school evaluation.18  The last Programme for Government undertook to review 
implementation of the National Action Plan on Bullying in schools as an LGBTI+ specific action. There was no 
progress made on this commitment. The Department of Education should conduct this review and consider 
other forms of bullying and harassment against other children and young people in relation to gender, race, 
religion or other grounds. 

Specific recommendations regarding the provision of, or referral to, supports where needed does not appear 
to be made within the 2013 Action Plan beyond a list of existing support services for schools outlined in 
Appendix 4 including for example, the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS). These are 
acknowledged as not necessarily being consistently available to schools,19 which points perhaps to the need, 
within any future national framework for anti-bullying, to clarify how young people, parents and schools can 
access the right psychological or mental health supports for young people impacted by bullying, when such 
support is needed. 

Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools were developed on foot of the National Action 
Plan on Bullying and were published in September 2013. They are currently being implemented by 4,000 
schools.20 The procedures adopt a comprehensive definition of bullying as being unwanted negative 
behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical conduct by an individual or group against another person or 
group of people that is perpetrated over time. It includes exclusion, gossip, and other forms of relational 
bullying. It also includes cyberbullying and identity-based bullying.21 Once-off offensive or hurtful public 
messages, images or statements on a networking site or other public forum where that message can be 
viewed and/or repeated by other people also constitutes bullying for the purposes of the procedures. They 
place a strong emphasis on the prevention of bullying behaviour through the fostering and development of a 
positive school culture and climate, based on inclusivity and respect and contain practical tips on how to 
achieve this. 
 
The procedures set out a template for schools to record incidents of identity-based bullying such as racist, 
homophobic and cyberbullying. However, the obligation to complete the template applies only in limited 
circumstances and schools are missing an important opportunity to gather data and monitor incidents of 
identity-based bullying. 

Importantly, the school-wide approach to preventing and tackling bullying requires schools to have an anti-
bullying policy within their code of behaviour as outlined in the Education Act 2000. This should be prepared 
in accordance with the guidelines issued by the Department of Education and Skills. Schools must publish 
their anti-bullying policy on the school’s website and the Board of Management must do an annual review of 
the policy and its implementation. It is important that these policies and procedures are set out as it allows 
parents and children to know what way a complaint will be dealt with by the school. Having this in place 
means that children and families can make a complaint to the Ombudsman for Children’s Office when the 
school does not correctly apply their own procedures, and the office can then investigate the case.22 
 
The Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools notes that ‘a programme of supports’ for 
pupils affected by bullying should be put in place, which may include ‘counselling and/or opportunities to 
participate in activities designed to raise their self-esteem, to develop their friendship and social skills and 
thereby build resilience whenever this is needed’.23 However, 2018 research completed with 918 principals 
in Ireland indicated high levels of uncertainly regarding accessing such supports, with only 40 per cent 

 
18 Department of Education and Skills, Whole School Evaluation, <https://www.education.ie/en/publications/inspection-reports-publications/whole-
school-evaluation-reports-list> accessed 25 March 2021. 
19 Department of Education, National Action Plan on Bullying (2013 DES) 124. 
20 Minister for Education and Skills Richard Bruton TD, Parliamentary Questions, Written Answers, Action Plan on Bullying, 3 July 2018 [28934/18]. 
21 Department of Education and Skills, Anti- Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools, September 2013, 8.  
22 For more on the role of the Ombudsman for Children see < https://www.oco.ie/complaints/> accessed 25 March 2021. 
23 Department of Education and Skills, Anti- Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools, September 2013, Sections 6.8.15 and 6.8.16, 
34.  



 

 

agreeing that pupils could access qualified counsellors when they experienced bullying.24 The report 
highlighted the ‘lack of access to counsellors and psychological support risks a situation where problems 
associated with mental or emotional health become worse without early intervention’.25 It also recognised 
that in the absence of these supports,  ‘responsibility for dealing with mental health issues often falls to 
teachers’ 26 yet notes that this ‘is not an effective anti-bullying strategy as school staff are rarely 
appropriately skilled to deal with serious psychological issues and there is often no follow-up for those 
involved in terms of their mental health and/ or their coping strategies’. 27 This mirrors 2017 research which 
found that primary schools are experiencing a significant burden responding to serious mental health 
difficulties amongst their pupils, with one third of schools providing ad-hoc counselling onsite in the absence 
of a dedicated service for schools.28 
 
Young people who have experienced bullying are more likely to report experiencing functionally impairing 
levels of anxiety or depression. Studies in the UK have shown that depression affects just under three per 
cent of children under the age of 13 and over five per cent of 13 to 18 year olds. An estimated 20 per cent 
will have had one depressive episode before the age of 18.29 

Recommendations: 

• The Department of Education should commence work on the development of the framework for 
anti-bullying as committed to in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures as a matter of priority. 

• The Department of Education should review and update the National Action Plan on Bullying in 
Schools and the associated procedures to consider other forms of bullying and harassment against 
other children and young people in relation to gender, race, religion or other grounds.  

• The Department of Education should introduce a comprehensive monitoring system to understand 

the prevalence of bullying in Irish schools. 

• A longitudinal empirical Irish study could be undertaken in relation to the topic of School Bullying 
and the Impact on Mental Health with pupils and school staff including teachers. 

• The Department of Education should provide sufficient, up-to-date professional development, 
supports and resources, including appropriate professional advice to principals, school staff and 
boards of management on anti-bullying procedures and guidelines including specific training to 
recognise, prevent and address identity-based bullying. 

• Consider and identify the types of resources required for an adequate in-school model of mental 
health support service for those who have experienced bullying or where necessary, identify 
appropriate out-of-school supports where staff can refer victims of bullying.   

 
24 Foody, Murphy, Downes and O’Higgins Norman, Anti-bullying procedures for schools in Ireland: principals’ responses and perceptions (2018) 
Pastoral Care in Education, 36:2, 126-140. 
25 ibid. 
26 ibid. 
27 ibid. 
28 Rosaleen McElvaney, Deirdre Judge & Evelyn Gordon, The Primary Schools Counselling Study 
(PSCS): Demand and provision of school based counselling in Ireland (2017 Dublin City University). 
29 Nip in the Bud, How bullying can affect long term mental health in children <https://nipinthebud.org/2020/06/19/how-bullying-can-affect-long-
term-mental-health-in-children/> accessed 26 March 2021. 



 

 

4. Impact of Bullying on Children and Young People 
 

Children and young people in Ireland have identified bullying and peer pressure as among the worst things 
about being a child in Ireland.30 While it is welcome that children and young people in Ireland are 
significantly less likely to encounter chronic bullying than some of their peers in other countries, 7.6 per cent 
of those aged 11 to 15 years still encounter chronic bullying.31 This compares with the OECD average of 10.8 
per cent.32 While any child may be subject to bullying, certain groups of children and young people may be 
more susceptible to bullying or may be targeted because of their own identity or status or because of that of 
their parents. The following sections examine the issue of bullying and the impact on the mental health of 
certain groups of children where we could identify available information or data but this list is by no means 
exhaustive. There is a clear need for further data to identify the impact of bullying on other cohorts of 
children including children in alternative care, ethnic minority children, children impacted by parental 
imprisonment33 and any other group of children who are disproportionately affected.  
 
Traveller and Roma Children and Young People and Bullying 
Based on the 2016 census data, just under one per cent of the Irish population identify as Travellers, 
approximately 30,000 people.34 In contrast to the general population, most Travellers in Ireland are young, 
with 60 per cent aged under 25, and two thirds of these under 15 years of age.35 Census 2021 will include 
Roma as a separate ethnic category, however, at present there is limited data available, with the best 
estimate suggesting there are approximately 4,200 Roma in Ireland. Traveller and Roma children and young 
people are more likely to experience discrimination and have higher rates of mental health issues than the 
general population.36 Bullying, is not the only discrimination experienced by Travellers in the education 
system but it is a serious and ongoing issue. The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy 2017-2021 
(NTRIS) research study on bullying discussed below is now nearing completion. Its recommendations will 
require action and responses. Bullying and mental health have also been examined in recent Oireachtas 
Committee hearings and associated submissions to them. 

The marginalisation of Traveller and Roma culture within the Irish education system adversely affects young 
people’s sense of belonging and place.37 A review of the position of Traveller history and culture in the 
school curriculum undertaken by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment concluded that ‘the 
dissonance between the social, linguistic and cultural environments of the home and school can account for 
disaffection’ which is then compounded by conscious and unconscious bias against Travellers in the school 
community.38 Furthermore, the 2010 All Ireland Traveller Health Study highlighted that reluctance amongst 
the community to continue in mainstream education was because of the high level of discrimination they 
faced when seeking employment following education.39 For Roma children, insufficient English language and 
literacy support can compound experiences of bullying and marginalisation at school.40 

 
30 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The national policy framework for Children & Young People 2014 – 
2020 (DCYA 2014) 79. 
31 UNICEF, Building the Future: Children and the sustainable development goals in rich countries, Innocenti Report Card 14, (2017 UNICEF) 49. 
32 ibid.   
33 Irish Penal Reform Trust, Picking Up the Pieces": The Rights and Needs of Children and Families Affected by Imprisonment (IPRT 2012) 5. The IPRT 
report identifies the school system as both an area of vulnerability (stigma, bullying, behavioural issues) and of opportunity (support from teachers) 
for children of prisoners and recommends that ‘the vulnerability of children affected by imprisonment should be considered in the development of 
anti-bullying strategies in schools’. 
34 CSO, ‘Census of Population 2016 – Profile 8 Irish Travellers, Ethnicity and Religion’ accessed on 4 January 2021. 
35 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Statistical Spotlight #4, Young Travellers in Ireland (DCYA 2020) 2 
36 Our Geels: All Ireland Traveller Health Study, Summary of Findings (School of Public Health, Physiotherapy and Population Science, UCD 2010). 
37 Kathleen Marie Lawrence, Traveller outcomes in education: A Traveller perspective (Maynooth University 2017); Pavee Point & Department of 
Justice and Equality, Roma in Ireland: A National Needs Assessment (Pavee Point 2018). 
38 National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, Traveller culture and history in the curriculum: a curriculum audit (NCCA 2019) 61. 
39  Department of Justice and Equality, The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy 2017–2021 (Department of Justice and Equality 2017) 12. 
40 Pavee Point & Department of Justice and Equality Roma in Ireland: A National Needs Assessment (Pavee Point 2018) 115. 



 

 

A key NTRIS commitment was that access, participation and outcomes for Travellers and Roma in education 
should be improved to achieve outcomes that are equal to those for the majority population.41 The NTRIS 
includes ten education actions to improve outcomes for children at primary and post primary level including, 
commissioning research on the effectiveness of their anti-bullying procedures and guidelines on Traveller 
and Roma experiences in the school system and to address ‘the areas of anti-racism, identity-based bullying 
and cultural awareness through a suite of supports including the recently revised Stay Safe Programme and 
the Continuing Professional Development (CPD) provided by Department-funded support services to 
teachers at Primary and Post-Primary level’.42 

While the key recommendation for a National Traveller and Roma Education Strategy (now also a 
Programme for Government commitment) remains to be implemented, on foot of these a number of actions 
were commenced in relation to education. These include a new two-year inclusion strategy pilot project.43 
The pilot is estimated to cost €2.2 million and began in September 2019 with three sites – Galway, Wexford 
and Dublin, with a fourth site in Cork joining in 2020.44 

Recommendations: 

• Commence the actions in the National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy relating to education 
including the research on Traveller and Roma experiences in the school system with a special focus 
on bullying and racism. This should be published with clear recommendations for action. 

• Immediately commence in full consultation with Traveller organisations, development of the 
comprehensive National Traveller and Roma Education Strategy outlined in both NTRIS and the 
Programme for Government with associated targets, timelines resources and special measures; to 
be monitored also in association with Traveller organisations. 

 

LGBTI+ Children and Young People and bullying 
An estimated 29,000 young people identify as LGBTI+ representing a sizeable minority of the school 
population in Ireland.45 International human rights experts have explicitly stated that ‘States must act to 
overcome prejudice and stereotypes’ against LGBTI+ young people ‘through anti-discrimination initiatives in 
schools and public education campaigns’.46 Irish data shows that ‘anti-LGBTI bullying in schools can have a 
devastating impact on LGBTI teenagers’ mental health, increasing the likelihood of reporting stress, 
depression, anxiety, self-harm and attempted suicide’.47 

There are initiatives to address homophobic and transphobic bullying in schools, which are supported by the 
Department of Education and Skills.48 However, research published by BeLonG To Youth Services in 
November 2019 concluded that ‘LGBTI+ bullying is rife throughout second-level schools in Ireland’.49 The 
survey sample consisted of 788 students who identified as LGBTI+ between the ages of 13 and 20. Seventy 
per cent of students said they felt unsafe at school50 With the majority (67.8 per cent) of LGBTI+ students 

 
41  Department of Justice and Equality, The National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy 2017-2021 (Department of Justice and Equality 2017) 25-
26. 
42 ibid 26. 
43 Communication received by the Children’s Rights Alliance from the Department of Education, 20 January 2021. 
44 ibid. 
45 Gay and Lesbian Equality Network, Being LGBT in School; A Resource for Post-Primary Schools to Prevent Homophobic and Transphobic Bullying 
and Support LGBT Students (Gay and Lesbian Equality Network 2016)  <http://bit.ly/1Sxsxub> accessed 18 December 2019. 
46 United Nations Human Rights; Office of the High Commissioner, ‘Discriminated and made vulnerable: Young LGBT and intersex people need 
recognition and protection of their rights’ (17 May 2015) <http://bit.ly/1QPqBJv> accessed 18 December 2019. 
47 The LGBT Ireland Report: national study of the mental health and wellbeing of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people in Ireland 
(GLEN and BeLonG To 2016) 3. 
48 The ‘Stand Up’ campaign, run annually by BeLonG To, is a programme aimed at tackling homophobic and transphobic bullying in secondary 
schools. DES has provided funding to the campaign since 2014 under the Action Plan for Bullying: <http://www.belongto.org/professionals/standup/> 
accessed 18 December 2019. BeLonG To also received funding from DES in developing the ‘All Together Now’ programme, which is focused on 
addressing anti LGBTI+ bullying in primary schools: <http://www.belongto.org/all-together-now> accessed 18 December 2019.  
49 Oren Pizmony-Levy & BeLonG To Youth Services, The 2019 School Climate Survey Report: The experience of lesbian, gay, bisexual and trans young 
people in Ireland’s schools (BeLonG To Youth Services 2019) 20 <https://bit.ly/2Mi299q> accessed 19 December 2019.  
50  ibid 20-21. 



 

 

reported hearing other students make derogatory remarks frequently in school. Almost half of the survey 
participants said they heard homophobic remarks from teachers or staff and 45 per cent reported that staff 
never intervened when homophobic remarks were made in their presence. Six in ten LGBTI+ students had 
been verbally harassed because of their sexual orientation and more than two fifths of LGBTI+ students were 
verbally harassed at school because of their gender expression while 38.4 per cent had been physically 
harassed (e.g. shoved or pushed) at some point at school.51 While the majority of students surveyed (88.2 
per cent) reported having an anti-bullying policy in their school, less than one-third of that group said that it 
mentioned sexual orientation or gender identity/expression. 

The last Programme for Government undertook to review implementation of the National Action Plan on 
Bullying in schools as an LGBTI+ specific action which was not progressed in the lifetime of the last 
Government.  

Recommendation: 

• The Department of Education should conduct the review on the implementation of the National 
Action Plan on Bullying in schools and consider other forms of bullying and harassment against other 
children and young people in relation to gender, race, religion or other grounds. 

Bullying and Body Image 
Obesity has been described as ‘one of the most stigmatising and least socially acceptable conditions in 
childhood’.52 It can affect children's social and emotional health, self-esteem and their quality of life. 
Children can be bullied, experience negative stereotypes, discrimination, and social marginalisation due to 
their weight.53 Studies have shown that discrimination against obese individuals has been found in very 
young children and can lead to a cycle of emotional eating and increased weight gain.54 Obesity among 
children and adolescents is often related to psychosocial problems such as poor self-esteem, bullying and 
underachievement at school, which can further worsen health and economic outcomes in adulthood.55 Of 
111 children participating in an obesity treatment programme in an Irish children’s hospital, 63 per cent 
reported being teased about their weight in the past, almost half of them by their peers with 12 per cent 
missing days from school as a result of bullying.56 Thirty per cent of them had learning difficulties and 15 per 
cent reported developmental delay at some point requiring some intervention, linking the condition with 
special needs.57 

Recommendation: 
In reviewing the National Action Plan on Bullying in Schools special consideration should be given to 
services that can be provided to children and young people who are being bullied due to their 
weight and how this can be prevented.  
 

Cyberbullying 
The Internet has revolutionised the modern world and in turn, the lives of children worldwide; the reality is 
that they make up one third of global online users.58 While it brings unparalleled opportunity for children to 
learn, create, connect and socialise it also brings unparalleled risk, including cyberbullying, negative impacts 
on health and wellbeing. In Ireland, 93 per cent of children aged eight to twelve years own their own smart 
device and 65 per cent have their own social media account.59 Most children and young people accessing the 

 
51 These figures are similar to those reported in a 2016 study conducted with 14 to 18-year olds. Almost half of the 416 participants in that study had 
experienced anti-LGBTI+ bullying, while 67 per cent had witnessed an incident of anti-LGBTI+ bullying: Agnes Higgins et al The LGBT Ireland Report: 
national study of the mental health and wellbeing of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex people in Ireland (GLEN and BeLonG To 2016). 
52 Krushnapriya Sahoo, et al, ‘Childhood obesity: causes and consequences’, Family Med Prim Care. 2015 Apr-Jun; 4(2): 187–192. 
53 ibid. 
54 ibid. 
55 OECD, Health at a Glance: Europe 2020 State Of Health in the EU Cycle (OECD 2020) 152. 
56 Samantha Doyle, D. Cahill, M. Smyth, S. Murphy, ’Caring for Obese Children - A Change in Paradigm’, 2017 Irish Medical Journal, 4. 
57 ibid 4. 
58 Unicef (2017) ‘Children in the Digital World’, <https://uni.cf/3cbGMnH> accessed 27 November 2020. 
59 CybersafeIreland, Annual Report 2019, (CyberSafeIreland 2020) 23. 



 

 

digital world have enjoyable and positive experiences. They use the online world to maintain friendships and 
relationships, have fun, support their education and learn about their world. However, it has been reported 
that there was a 20 per cent increase in cyberbullying victimisation during the lockdown.60 Research has 
shown that cyberbullying may well go unnoticed as online activity is ‘more invisible to the adult eye; 

cyberspace allows for much greater freedom from adult supervision’.61 

The Council of Europe notes that there are a number of areas of concern for children’s healthy development 
and wellbeing which may arise in connection with the digital environment.62 It recommends that States 
should ‘take measures to encourage business enterprises and other relevant stakeholders to develop and 
implement policies that address cyberbullying, harassment and incitement to hatred and violence in the 
digital environment.63 Any protective measures should take into consideration the best interests and 
evolving capacities of the child and not unduly restrict the exercise of other rights. 

In a survey conducted with teachers in 2019, CybersafeKids found that over 80 per cent of teachers say that 
online safety is a significant issue in their school.64 The survey also found that the majority of teachers had to 
deal with at least one incident of cyberbullying.65 Two thirds of the teachers stated that their school had a 
policy in place to combat cyberbullying and 22 per cent said they would not feel confident in the steps they 
would take to respond to an incident.66 In a 2020 report by the Anti-Bullying Centre in Dublin City University, 
28 per cent of children and young people reported that they had been a victim of cyberbullying during the 
Covid-19 lockdown while 50 per cent reported seeing it happen to others. Younger children were more likely 
to have been victims of cyberbullying. Two thirds of young people aged 14-16 reported that they 
‘experienced significantly more cyberbullying in instant/private messaging services such as WhatsApp, Viber 
or Telegram’.67 

It is welcome that the proposed General Scheme of the Online Safety and Media Regulation Bill names 
cyberbullying as ‘harmful content’.68 It states that the new regulatory body that it will establish will aim to 
promote ‘educational initiatives and activities relating to online safety’ and to advise any educational or 
training institution, Ministers, Departments of State or any public body. There is a role for the Online Safety 
Commissioner to promote public awareness of online safety issues including cyberbullying. It will also 
promote ‘educational initiatives and activities relating to online safety’ and to advise any educational or 
training institution, Ministers, Departments of State or any public body. 

Recommendations: 

• The Department of Education should develop and introduce training for teachers on how to tackle 
cyberbullying in schools. 

• Schools should update and review their anti-bullying polices on an annual basis and put in place an 
effective bullying prevention programme that takes a whole-school and community-wide approach 
to bullying. 

• Establish the Online Safety Commissioner and ensure that it has a clear role in terms of providing 
information on cyberbullying including in schools. 

 
60 Shauna Bowers, Cyberbullying rates for Irish children among highest in EU – expert (Irish Times 6 November 2021) 
<https://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/cyberbullying-rates-for-irish-children-among-highest-in-eu-expert-1.4402258> accessed 25 March 
2021. 
61 M O’Moore, Understanding Cyberbullying: A Guide for Parents and Teachers (2014 Dublin).   
62 Council of Europe, ‘Recommendation CM/Rec(2018)7 of the Committee of Ministers to Member States on Guidelines to respect, protect and fulfil 
the rights of the child in the digital environment’ (COE 2018) <https://bit.ly/2Xp9hpE> accessed 26 February 2021. 
63 ibid para 55. 
64 CybersafeIreland, Annual Report 2019, (2020) 8. 
65 ibid 34. 
66 ibid. 
67 Dr Tijana Milosevic, Derek Laffan and Prof James O’Higgins Norman Kids’ Digital Lives in Covid-19 Times: Key Findings from Ireland. Dublin: 
National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre. 
68 General Scheme of the Online Safety & Media Regulation Bill, Head 49A. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

School bullying concerns all EU member states. It is an affront to the common values of freedom, tolerance 
and non-discrimination. Its effects are serious and may be long-term.  It is not only a problem for education 
policy to address. It is also a health and welfare issue relevant to child protection. 

School bullying can affect the mental and physical health as well as the academic performance of children 
and young people and may lead to early school leaving. In many cases, bullying leads victims to suicide or 
attempted suicide, anxiety, depression and self-harm. Being a perpetrator of bullying is associated with later 
violent behaviour and anti-social personality disorder. 

The aim of this report is to inform policy-makers and practitioners at EU, national, regional and local level on 
the most effective strategies and practices for preventing bullying and violence in schools across the EU. It 
examines evidence from European and international research, reviews national practices and the work civil 
society organisations with regard to school bullying and violence. 

Bullying is to be understood as physical, verbal and relational behaviours, which involves one party having 
the intention to repeatedly hurt or harm another, within an uneven power relationship where the victim 
is unable to defend him/herself (Olweus, 1999). 

 

1. PREVALENCE OF SCHOOL BULLYING 
 

- School bullying takes many forms. These include discriminatory bullying against minority groups, 
homophobic bullying and bullying against students with special needs or any student who seem 
vulnerable for his or her peers. 

 

- There is a clear gender difference in school bullying trends in Europe, with the rates of boys being 
higher than that of girls in most of the countries. Both victimisation (being a victim of school bullying) 
and perpetration (being a person bullying others) are more common among boys. 

 

- The prevalence of bullying varies considerably across Europe. Lithuania, Belgium, Estonia, Austria and 
Latvia are some of the countries with relatively high victimisation rates between around 20% and 30%1, 
compared to the lower rates of Denmark, Sweden, Czech Republic, Croatia, Italy and Spain below 10%. 

- Bullying perpetrator rates increase significantly from 11 to 15 years. In most European countries the 
increase is relatively small but in a few countries it is more than 10 % points amongst boys (e.g., Latvia, 
Greece, Austria, Luxembourg). 

2. THE NEED FOR COMPREHENSIVE STRATEGIES 

- Bullying can be a complex problem to solve, which requires a comprehensive, multidimensional 
approach. The lack of a systematic approach to address school bullying is an issue of concern for many 
Member States, among them some with particularly high bullying rates. 

- National school bullying and violence prevention strategies are lacking in many European countries. 

- Homophobic bullying lacks a strategic focus in many EU Member States. According to the EU Agency for 
Fundamental Rights' survey, the highest levels of hostility and prejudice towards LGBTI groups recorded 
in the EU are in Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Romania. It is notable that very 
few of these countries address prevention of homophobic bullying in schools in a strategic manner.  

                                                            

1 Based on a national sample of the school population between ages 11 and 15. 
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- Similarly, the prevention of discriminatory bullying in school (against groups such as Roma, minorities, 
migrants, as well as against those experiencing poverty and socio-economic exclusion) needs a stronger 
strategic focus in many EU Member States. 

- Cross-departmental policy synergies between education and health are needed for more effective 
preventions of school bullying. 

3. SUCCESS FACTORS 
 

- International reviews of whole school approaches to bullying prevention do not endorse one particular 
model but they highlight some key features of successful interventions. The most effective programme 
elements associated with a decrease in bullying others: parent training/meetings, teacher training, 
improved playground supervision, videos about the consequences of bullying, disciplinary methods 
(that are not reducible to punitive or zero tolerance approaches), cooperative group work between 
professionals, school assemblies, support for parents, appropriate classroom management and rules, 
and a whole school anti-bullying policy. 

- Strong international evidence concludes that a curricular approach to social and emotional education is 
key for personal development to challenge a culture of violence in school. Sufficient classroom time for 
social and emotional education in schools across Europe is an important success factor for school bullying 
and violence prevention.  

- Working with parents is strongly associated with both a decrease in bullying and being bullied in school. 
However, many approaches to parental involvement for bullying prevention are top-down, information-
type approaches rather than approaches which actively involve parents. 

- Discriminatory bullying requires challenge through a democratic school culture promoting the different 
voices of students. Young people who are part of minority or excluded groups must help design concrete 
curricular resources that address bullying and prejudice. 

- While not necessarily the same individuals are at risk of early school leaving and bullying, possible 
responses show great similarities and therefore a common strategy may be useful, including common 
systems of supports, such as a transition focus to post-primary, multidisciplinary teams for complex 
needs, language support, family outreach supports and teacher professional development on issues 
relevant to preventing both problems. 

- Family support services for early intervention are crucial for the prevention of school bullying and 
violence, just as they are for positive mental health. A ‘one-stop shop’ where multidisciplinary services 
across health and education are available at local level is the most effective way to engage families with 
a range of needs for emotional and communicative support. 

- A specific community outreach strategy, which offers opportunities for intercultural contacts is an 
important approach for overcoming prejudice between groups. This can be facilitated by shared 
communal spaces, which bring different groups together, such as community lifelong learning centres, 
arts and sports facilities, libraries, green spaces, community afterschool centres, family resource 
centres, religious centres, gyms. 

- Successful national approaches may include explicit focus on bullying and violence prevention in 
governance structures and processes, such as school self-evaluation, external inspection and whole 
school planning and national committees for student welfare.  
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RÉSUMÉ 

Le harcèlement à l’école concerne tous les États membres de l’Union européenne. Il s’agit d’une atteinte 
aux valeurs communes de liberté, de tolérance et de non-discrimination. Ses répercussions sont graves et 
peuvent s’inscrire sur le long terme. Il ne s’agit pas seulement d’un problème relevant de la politique éducative. 
C’est également une question de santé et de protection sociale qui relève de la protection de l’enfance. 

Le harcèlement à l’école peut affecter la santé mentale et physique, de même que les performances scolaires 
des enfants et des adolescents, et peut mener au décrochage scolaire. Dans de nombreux cas, le harcèlement 
conduit les victimes au suicide ou à la tentative de suicide, à l’anxiété, à la dépression et à l’automutilation. Le 
fait d’être auteur de harcèlement est associé à un comportement ultérieur violent et à un trouble asocial de 
la personnalité. 

L’objectif de ce rapport est d’informer les décideurs politiques et les professionnels aux niveaux européen, 
national, régional et local sur les stratégies et pratiques les plus efficaces à mettre en œuvre en vue de 
prévenir le harcèlement et la violence à l’école dans les établissements scolaires de l’Union européenne. Il 
examine les données probantes issues de la recherche européenne et internationale et passe en revue les 
pratiques nationales et le travail des organisations issues de la société civile en matière de harcèlement et de 
violence à l’école. 

Le harcèlement se définit par des comportements physiques, verbaux et relationnels impliquant qu’une 
partie a l’intention de blesser ou de nuire à l’autre de façon répétée, au sein d’une relation de pouvoir 
inégale, dans laquelle la victime est dans l’incapacité de se défendre (Olweus, 1999). 

 

1. PRÉVALENCE DU HARCÈLEMENT À L’ÉCOLE 
 

- Le harcèlement à l’école peut prendre de nombreuses formes. Il peut s’agir de harcèlement 
discriminatoire visant les groupes de minorités, de harcèlement homophobe ou de harcèlement visant 
des élèves présentant des besoins particuliers ou pouvant sembler vulnérables aux yeux de leurs pairs. 

 

- Il existe une différence de genre marquée dans les tendances au harcèlement à l’école en Europe, le 
taux de garçons étant supérieur à celui des filles dans la plupart des pays. La victimisation (le fait d’être 
victime de harcèlement) comme la perpétration (le fait d’être auteur de harcèlement) concernent plus 
généralement les garçons. 

 

- La prévalence du harcèlement varie considérablement à travers l’Europe. La Lituanie, la Belgique, 
l’Estonie, l’Autriche et la Lettonie font partie des pays qui présentent des taux de victimisation 
relativement élevés autour de 20 % et 30 %2, par rapport au Danemark, à la Suède, à la République 
tchèque, à la Croatie, à l’Italie et à l’Espagne qui présentent des taux inférieurs à 10 %. 

- Le nombre d’auteurs de harcèlement augmente significativement entre 11 et 15 ans. Dans la plupart 
des pays européens, cette augmentation est relativement faible mais dans quelques pays elle est de 
plus de 10 % chez les garçons (par ex. Lettonie, Grèce, Autriche, Luxembourg). 

2. NÉCESSITÉ DE METTRE EN PLACE DES STRATÉGIES GLOBALES 

- Le harcèlement peut être un problème complexe à résoudre et requiert une approche globale et 
multidimensionnelle. Le manque d’approche systématique en matière de harcèlement à l’école est un 
problème qui concerne de nombreux États membres, dont certains présentent des taux de 
harcèlement particulièrement élevés. 

                                                            

2 Sur la base d’un échantillon national de la population scolaire âgée de 11 à 15 ans. 
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- Les stratégies de prévention du harcèlement et de la violence à l’école au niveau national manquent 
dans de nombreux pays européens. 

- Le harcèlement homophobe souffre d’un manque d’orientation stratégique dans de nombreux États 
membres. D’après une enquête de l’Agence des droits fondamentaux de l’Union européenne, les 
niveaux d’hostilité et de préjudice les plus élevés à l’encontre des groupes LGBTI ont été enregistrés en 
Bulgarie, Hongrie, Italie, Lettonie, Lituanie, Pologne et Roumanie. Il est à noter que très peu de ces pays 
abordent la prévention du harcèlement homophobe à l’école de manière stratégique.  

- De même, la prévention du harcèlement discriminatoire à l’école (contre les groupes tels que les Roms, 
les minorités, les migrants, ainsi que les individus souffrant de pauvreté et d’exclusion socio-
économique) nécessite une orientation stratégique plus forte dans de nombreux États membres de 
l’UE. 

- Des synergies politiques interministérielles entre éducation et santé sont nécessaires à la mise en 
œuvre d’une prévention du harcèlement à l’école plus efficace. 
 

3. FACTEURS DE RÉUSSITE 
 

- L’examen de toutes les approches internationales mises en œuvre pour la prévention du harcèlement à 
l’école ne valide pas un modèle en particulier, mais souligne certains éléments clés qui font le succès de 
ces interventions. Les éléments les plus efficaces associés à une diminution du harcèlement sont : la 
formation des parents/les réunions avec les parents, la formation des enseignants, une meilleure 
supervision dans les cours de récréation, la diffusion de vidéos sur les conséquences du harcèlement, 
les méthodes disciplinaires (qui ne peuvent être réduites à des approches punitives ou à une tolérance 
zéro), le travail de groupe coopératif entre professionnels, les assemblées scolaires, le soutien aux 
parents, la gestion et la réglementation appropriée des salles de classe et une politique globale contre 
le harcèlement à l’école. 

- De solides éléments probants au niveau international permettent de conclure qu’une approche 
curriculaire de l’éducation sociale et émotionnelle constitue la clé du développement personnel et donc 
de la remise en question de la culture de la violence à l’école. Un temps de classe suffisant alloué à 
l’éducation sociale et émotionnelle dans les écoles européennes constitue un facteur de réussite 
important pour la prévention du harcèlement et de la violence à l’école.  

- Le travail avec les parents est fortement associé à une diminution tant du fait de harceler que d’être 
harcelé à l’école. Toutefois, de nombreuses approches visant à l’implication des parents dans la 
prévention du harcèlement sont des approches du sommet vers la base, de type informatif, plutôt que 
des approches qui impliquent les parents de manière active. 

- Le harcèlement discriminatoire nécessite d’être remis en question par le biais d’une culture 
démocratique de l’école qui permette aux différentes voix des élèves de se faire entendre. Les jeunes 
appartenant à des minorités ou à des groupes exclus doivent contribuer à la conception de ressources 
curriculaires concrètes qui s’attaquent au harcèlement et aux préjugés. 

- Bien que ce ne soient pas nécessairement les mêmes individus qui présentent un risque de décrochage 
scolaire et de harcèlement à l’école, les réponses possibles montrent de grandes similarités qui laissent 
penser qu’une stratégie commune faisant intervenir des systèmes de soutien communs pourrait être 
utile. Par exemple, une transition vers l’enseignement post-primaire, des équipes multidisciplinaires 
pour les besoins complexes, un soutien linguistique, un soutien familial de proximité et le 
développement professionnel des enseignants sur les questions relatives à la prévention de ces deux 
problèmes. 
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- Les services de soutien familial qui peuvent intervenir en amont sont cruciaux dans la prévention du 
harcèlement et de la violence à l’école, de même que pour favoriser une bonne santé mentale. Un 
« guichet unique » local proposant des services multidisciplinaires couvrant à la fois santé et éducation 
est la façon la plus efficace d’atteindre les familles qui présentent des besoins de soutien émotionnel et 
communicatif. 

- Une stratégie spécifique de sensibilisation communautaire offrant des opportunités de contacts 
interculturels constitue une approche importante pour venir à bout des préjugés entre groupes. Ceci 
peut être facilité par des espaces collectifs partagés permettant de rassembler différents groupes, tels 
que les centres communautaires d’éducation tout au long de la vie, les installations sportives et 
artistiques, les bibliothèques, les espaces verts, les centres périscolaires communautaires, les centres 
de ressources familiales, les centres religieux, les gymnases. 

- Des approches nationales efficaces peuvent inclure une orientation explicite sur la prévention du 
harcèlement et de la violence à l’école au sein de structures et de processus de gouvernance, tels que 
des processus d’auto-évaluation des établissements scolaires, l’inspection externe, la planification 
scolaire dans son ensemble, et les comités nationaux pour l’assistance et le bien-être des élèves. 
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ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 

Mobbing in der Schule betrifft alle Mitgliedstaaten der EU. Es verstößt gegen unsere gemeinsamen Werte der 
Freiheit, Toleranz und Nichtdiskriminierung. Seine Folgen sind schwerwiegend und unter Umständen 
langfristig.  Dies ist nicht nur ein Problem für die Bildungspolitik. Mobbing gefährdet Gesundheit und Wohl 
von Kindern und betrifft auch Fragen des Jugendschutzes. 

Mobbing in der Schule kann die seelische und körperliche Gesundheit und die schulische Leistung von 
Kindern und Jugendlichen beeinträchtigt. In vielen Fällen begehen die Opfer von Mobbing Suizid oder 
Suizidversuche, oder sie entwickeln Angststörungen, Depressionen und selbstverletzendes Verhalten. Die 
Täter entwickeln später mit höherer Wahrscheinlichkeit gewaltsames Verhalten und eine asoziale 
Persönlichkeitsstörung. 

Mit diesem Bericht sollen politische Entscheidungsträger und Fachkräfte auf europäischer, regionaler und 
lokaler Ebene über wirksame Strategien und Verfahren im Kampf gegen Mobbing und Gewalt an 
europäischen Schulen informiert werden. Der Bericht analysiert die Daten der europäischen und 
internationalen Forschung, nationale Ansätze und die Arbeit von Nichtregierungsorganisationen, die sich 
gegen Mobbing und Gewalt an Schulen engagieren. 

Als Mobbing gelten körperliche, verbale und soziale Verhaltensweisen, bei der eine Partei die andere 
absichtlich und wiederholt verletzt oder schädigt und bei denen ein ungleiches Machtverhältnis besteht, 
in dem sich das Opfer nicht verteidigen kann (Olweus, 1999). 

 
1.   HÄUFIGKEIT VON MOBBING AN SCHULEN 

 

- Mobbing an Schulen hat viele Formen. Es gibt diskriminierendes Mobbing gegen Minderheiten, 
homophobes Mobbing und Mobbing von Schülern mit sonderpädagogischem Förderbedarf oder jedem 
anderen Schüler, der seinen Mitschülern verletzlich erscheint. 

  

- Beim Mobbing an Europas Schulen gibt es einen deutlichen Unterschied zwischen den Geschlechtern, 
wobei Jungen in den meisten Ländern häufiger betroffen sind als Mädchen. Jungen werden einerseits 
häufiger viktimisiert (Opfer von Mobbing an Schulen) und sie sind häufiger Täter (derjenige, der andere 
mobbt). 

 

- Die Häufigkeit von Mobbing schwankt stark innerhalb der EU. Litauen, Belgien, Estland, Österreich und 
Lettland sind beispielsweise Länder mit relativ hohen Viktimisierungsquoten von rund 20 % bis 30 %3, 
im Vergleich dazu liegt der Anteil in Dänemark, Schweden, der Tschechischen Republik, Kroatien, Italien 
und Spanien mit unter 10 % wesentlich niedriger. 

- Der Anteil der Täter nimmt zwischen 11 und 15 Jahren deutlich zu. In den meisten europäischen 
Ländern ist die Zunahme relativ gering, in einigen wenigen Ländern liegt sie für Jungen jedoch bei über 
10 % Prozentpunkten (z. B. Lettland, Griechenland, Österreich und Luxemburg). 

2.   NOTWENDIGKEIT UMFASSENDER STRATEGIEN 

- Mobbing ist ein komplexes Problem, das sich nur durch einen umfassenden und mehrdimensionalen 
Ansatz lösen lässt. Leider fehlt in vielen Mitgliedstaaten ein systematischer Ansatz im Kampf gegen 
Mobbing an Schulen, darunter einige Länder, in denen besonders häufig gemobbt wird. 

                                                            

3 Basierend auf landesweiten Stichproben unter Schülern zwischen 11 und 15. 
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- Viele europäische Länder verfügen nicht über nationale Präventionsstrategien, mit denen Mobbing 
und Gewalt an Schulen verhindert werden kann. 

- Außerdem gibt es in vielen Mitgliedstaaten der EU keine strategische Konzentration auf homophobes 
Mobbing. Eine europaweite Befragung durch die Agentur der Europäischen Union für Grundrechte hat 
ergeben, dass LGBTI-Personen in Bulgarien, Ungarn, Lettland, Litauen, Polen und Rumänien am 
häufigsten Anfeindungen und Vorurteilen ausgesetzt sind. Daher ist es bemerkenswert, dass nur 
wenige dieser Länder eine Strategie zur Prävention von homophobem Mobbing an Schulen entwickelt 
haben.  

- In ähnlicher Weise bildet auch die Prävention von diskriminierendem Mobbing an Schulen (gegen 
Roma, ethnische Minderheiten, Migranten, oder Schüler, die von Armut und sozio-ökonomischer 
Ausgrenzung betroffen sind) in vielen EU-Mitgliedstaaten keinen strategischen Schwerpunkt. 

- Für einen wirksameren Kampf gegen Mobbing an Schulen sind fachübergreifende politische Synergien 
zwischen Bildungs- und Gesundheitswesen erforderlich. 
 

3.   ERFOLGSFAKTOREN 
 

- Internationale Untersuchungen, in denen ganzheitliche Ansätze zur Prävention von Mobbing analysiert 
werden, empfehlen nicht ein einzelnes Modell, sie können jedoch einige der Schlüsselmerkmale 
erfolgreicher Maßnahmen aufzeigen. Die folgenden Programmelemente haben sich zur Reduzierung von 
aktivem Mobbing als besonders wirksam erwiesen: Aufklärung der Eltern/Elternkonferenzen, 
Lehrerfortbildung, bessere Pausenaufsicht, Videos über die Folgen von Mobbing, 
Disziplinarmaßnahmen (die sich nicht auf strafgestützte Strategien oder Null-Toleranz-Strategien 
reduzieren lassen), kooperative und fachübergreifende Teamarbeit, Schulversammlungen, 
Unterstützung von Eltern, angemessene Unterrichtsführung und -regeln und schulweite Anti-Mobbing- 
Richtlinien. 

- Überzeugende internationale Untersuchungen zeigen, dass Lehrpläne, die soziale und emotionale 
Bildung berücksichtigen, eine Schlüsselrolle für die persönliche Entwicklung spielen und dazu 
beitragen, eine Kultur der Gewalt an Schulen zu verhindern. Ausreichend Unterrichtszeit für soziale 
und emotionale Bildung in allen europäischen Schulen ist ein wichtiger Erfolgsfaktor bei der Prävention 
von Mobbing und Gewalt an Schulen.  

- Es hat sich gezeigt, dass Einbeziehung der Eltern sowohl aktives Mobbing an Schulen als auch die Gefahr, 
Opfer von Mobbing zu werden, senken kann. Allerdings nutzen viele Ansätze zur Prävention von Mobbing 
eine reine Informationsvermittlung von oben nach unten und beziehen die Eltern nicht aktiv ein. 

- Diskriminierendes Mobbing muss durch eine demokratische Schulkultur verhindert werden, in der alle 
Schüler eine Stimme haben. Junge Menschen, die einer Minderheit oder einer ausgegrenzten Gruppe 
angehören, müssen die Gelegenheit erhalten, konkrete Unterrichtsinhalte zu entwickeln, die sich mit 
Mobbing und Vorurteilen auseinanderetzen. 

- Zwar sind nicht unbedingt dieselben Personen besonders von frühzeitigem Schulabbruch und Mobbing 
betroffen, allerdings sind die möglichen Reaktionen sehr ähnlich. Daher ist womöglich eine einheitliche 
Strategie hilfreich, bei der die gleichen Hilfsangebote für beide Probleme entwickelt werden, zum Beispiel 
zielgerichtete Unterstützung beim Übergang zur Sekundarschule, fachübergreifende Teams für komplexe 
Bedürfnisse, Sprachunterricht, Familienhilfe vor Ort und Weiterbildung von Lehrern zu Themen, die für 
beide Probleme relevant sind. 

- Angebote zur frühzeitigen Unterstützung von Familien sind entscheidend, um Mobbing und Gewalt an 
Schulen zu verhindern und die psychische Gesundheit zu fördern. Eine einheitliche Anlaufstelle, die auf 
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lokaler Ebene fachübergreifende Unterstützung im Bereich Gesundheit und Bildung anbietet, ist das 
beste Mittel, um Familien mit einem umfassenden Bedarf an emotionaler und kommunikativer 
Unterstützung zu erreichen. 

- Strategien zur Einbeziehung einzelner Gemeinschaften vor Ort bieten die Chance für interkulturelle 
Kontakte und sind wichtige Ansätze, um Vorurteile zwischen einzelnen Gruppen abzubauen. Dazu sind 
Investitionen in gemeinsame kommunale Räume notwendig, in denen sich unterschiedliche Gruppen 
begegnen können, z. B. Zentren zum lebensbegleitenden Lernen, Kunst- und Sportanlagen, 
Bibliotheken, Grünflächen, kommunale Jugendzentren, Familienzentren, religiöse Zentren oder 
Sporthallen. 

- Schließlich sind erfolgreiche nationale Programme nur dann möglich, wenn die Prävention von 
Mobbing und Gewalt sich in Managementstrukturen und -verfahren widerspiegelt, z. B. bei der 
Selbstevaluation von Schulen, externen Inspektionen, der Planung ganzheitlicher Schulstrategien und 
in Nationalen Ausschüssen für Schülerfürsorge. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

Aim 

The aim of this report is to inform policy-makers and practitioners at EU, national, regional and local level on 
strategies and practices for prevention of bullying and violence in schools across the EU. In doing so, it seeks 
to identify: 

- structural and process issues of good practice for bullying and violence prevention in schools, based on 
research and evidence; 

- features of current anti-bullying strategies in EU Member States; 
- some priority issues and recommendations for Member States to consider concerning bullying and 

violence in schools. 

A particular focus will be held throughout on bullying and violence with regard to age, ethnicity and migrants, 
disability, social inclusion, sexual orientations and gender. 

The report examines evidence from European and international research on bullying in schools, aggression 
and violence, developmental psychology, and school health promotion. The report is informed also by 
responses on current national strategies in Europe from Members of the ET 2020 School Policy Working 
Group coordinated by the European Commission, Directorate-General for Education and Culture, 
international researchers from ENSEC (European Network for Social and Emotional Competence) and a 
number of NGOs across EU Member States.  

It focuses on key principles from a policy and legal perspective including: The Paris Declaration on Promoting 
citizenship and the common values of freedom, tolerance and non-discrimination through education (2015), 
the EU2020 headline target on early school-leaving, key aspects of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, the 
European Convention on Human Rights, EU Anti-Discrimination policies, a range of UN Conventions, including 
the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child, and the UN right of everyone to the highest attainable standard 
of physical and mental health. 

Method 
This review of European and international research and policy on bullying and violence in schools seeks to 
extract concrete, evidence-informed, action-guiding policy proposals for European contexts regarding 
bullying and violence in schools. The review draws on research from a range of approaches including meta-
analyses, other reviews, quantitative and qualitative research. It seeks to interpret such different kinds of 
research while giving due weight to findings with a particularly strong evidence base. The review also critiques 
this research and identifies gaps in important areas. 

To address issues of strategic development in this area, Members of the European Commission’s ET2020 
School Policy Working Group were invited to respond to questions regarding current bullying prevention 
strategies in schools in their country, at national and institutional levels. This ET2020 School Policy Working 
Group comprises senior officials from Education Ministries in EU Member States, as well as Norway and 
Turkey. All members of the Working Group were invited to respond. International researchers from the ENSEC 
(European Network for Social and Emotional Competence) were invited to respond to similar questions. 
Either direct members of ENSEC or associates from all EU countries were contacted, plus Norway, Switzerland 
and Turkey. A number of NGOs were also contacted across all EU Member States, mainly through the 
Eurochild members, as well as Pan European NGOs to identify their views on this issue.  

Altogether 14 responses from members of the ET2020 School Policy Working Group were received, from the 
following countries: Austria, Belgium (Fl), England, Finland, France, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, Malta, 
Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Turkey. This material was complemented by 16 responses from ENSEC 
Members from the following countries: Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Malta, the 
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Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden and Turkey. Responses from NGOs 
across Member States have also been received from 15 countries: Belgium (Fl), Bulgaria, Cyprus, Estonia, 
Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal, Romania, Scotland, Serbia, Slovenia and 
Sweden. A combined picture of strategic issues in this area has thus been obtained for 26 countries, including 
Turkey, Serbia and Norway. 

Some of the questions were directly qualitative in nature to examine respondents’ views on the strengths and 
weaknesses of current strategies in their countries. These are included across different sections of the report 
to illustrate key strengths and gaps in strategy and implementation. A number of the questions asked seek to 
go beyond traditional distinctions between qualitative and quantitative research, through a focus 
on existence of strategies or gaps in current strategies. This policy approach focusing on potentially verifiable, 
factual structural features of system strategies has been adopted in previous research interviews with senior 
education ministry officials (Downes, 2014); this focus on strategy is as part of a concern with identifying 
structural indicators for system change (Downes, 2014)4. 

Scope 

The focus of this report is on bullying and violence in primary and post-primary schools. Bullying at higher 
education, non-formal education and the workplace are important issues, however, they lie outside the 
scope of this report.  

This report seeks to develop integrated policy approaches informed by evidence from European and 
international research on bullying in schools, aggression and violence, developmental psychology, and health 
promoting schools. It is being sought to combine learning from these distinct, though connected domains, 
with key principles from a policy and legal perspective. 

Much of the research literature offers a precise definition of bullying, drawing from the pioneering work of 
Olweus emphasising that bullying needs to be intentional, repeated and involving an imbalance of power. In 
doing so, a distinction is made so that bullying is not simply treated as aggression or violence. This is not to 
equate bullying with violence or aggression. Not all violence or aggression is bullying and not all bullying 
includes violence or aggression. Nevertheless, these aspects are all within the scope of this policy report. 

Bullying can encompass physical aggression and relational dimensions such as verbal teasing, name calling, 
insults, exclusion, gestures, extortion etc. The report also focuses on discriminatory bullying (Elamé, 2013). 
This report does not include a particular focus on cyberbullying, the complexity of which merits a separate 
report. 

  

                                                            

4 Generally structural indicators are framed as yes/no answers (UN Rapporteur, 2005, 2006). This facilitates questioning regarding gaps 

in interventions and supports for school bullying and violence. The focus with structural indicators is on relatively enduring features 
(structures/mechanisms/guiding principles) of a system – features that are, however, potentially malleable (Downes, 2014). Informed 
by evidence, they can bridge the gap between research and practice (Downes, 2015a) and are easy to use for practitioners, including 
for municipality strategic decision-making (Downes, 2014a). Though outside a direct UN right to health framework, benefits of 
structural indicators include that they provide system transparency of strategy, as well as an opportunity to guide future strategy. They 
are action-guiding and policy and practice relevant. Significantly, structural indicators offer a way to provide an overarching national 
framework of issues to address while leaving flexibility for local actors, including schools regarding how to address them (Downes, 
2015a); they examine what is to be addressed not how to address it. This approach to structural indicators, building from the UN 
framework, differs from an earlier approach of the Commission to structural indicators in its 2003 Communication that treats structural 
features of society as quantitative statistical indicators, comparable to what the UN framework would describe as outcome indicators. 
The current approach is much more resonant with the adoption of Structural Indicators for Monitoring Education and Training Systems 
in Europe in the Eurydice Background Report to the Education and Training Monitor 2015 and 2016. 
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Chapter 2. Why addressing bullying and 
preventing violence in schools is important for the EU 
and its States – the policy and legal context  
Bullying and violence in school is an affront to common values of freedom, tolerance and non-discrimination. 
Its effects can be serious and long-term. This research takes place against the background of a number of 
relevant and interrelated policy and legal commitments at EU level. These include: 

a) The Paris Declaration on Promoting citizenship and the common values of freedom, tolerance and non-
discrimination through education of 17 March 2015. This Declaration was made by the European Council 
of Ministers responsible for education and the EU Commissioner for Education, Culture, Youth and Sport. 
It was in direct response to ‘the terrorist attacks in France and Denmark earlier this year, and recalling 
similar atrocities in Europe in the recent past’ and gains further relevance in light of the November 2015 
Paris atrocities and March 2016 Brussels atrocities. 

b) The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights provides the prohibition of torture (Article 4), right to integrity 
of the person (Article 3), right to education (Article 14). In Article 24 (rights of the child) it provides the 
right of children to the protection and care of children ‘as is necessary for their well-being’. The principle 
of the best interests of the child is set as the primary consideration in any cases and actions involving 
children.  

c) Article 20 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights establishes equality of persons before the law, Article 
23 – the equality of men and women in all areas, and Article 21 prohibits discrimination on the basis of 
‘sex, race, colour, ethnic or social origin, genetic features, language, religion or belief, political or any other 
opinion, membership of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age or sexual orientation’. All of 
these provisions must be kept in mind, because the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights is a part of 
binding primary EU law, which always has priority. Member States must comply with it, while applying 
the EU law, and the Charter may also be relied on by individuals in national courts. 

d) Regulation (EU) 1381/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 2013 
establishing a Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme for the period 2014 to 2020 provides that 
‘particular attention should also be devoted to preventing and combating all forms of violence, hatred, 
segregation and stigmatisation, as well as combating bullying, harassment and intolerant treatment, for 
example in public administration, the police, the judiciary, at school and in the workplace’. Funds are 
allocated for Programme objectives, inter alia targeting discrimination on various protected grounds, 
rights of children, and violence against children (Article 4 of the Regulation and its Annex). 

e) There are almost 30 different international and regional treaties addressing human rights, women’s rights 
and the right to an education (Strauss 2013). One may find relevant provisions in these global 
Conventions: Articles 19, 28, and 29 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Articles 1 and 10 of 
the UN Convention on elimination of all forms of discrimination against women, Articles 16, 17 and 24 of 
the UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities, Article 1 of the UN Convention against 
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, Article 4 and 5 of the UN 
Convention against all forms of racial discrimination, and Article 24 of the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights, as well as Articles 2, 10, 12 of the International Covenant on Social, Economic and 
Cultural Rights. 

f) The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) prohibits torture and degrading treatment (Article 3), 
protects freedom of expression (Article 10) and freedom of religion (Article 9) within the certain limits 
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established by the ECtHR, prohibits discrimination (Article 14) and establishes the right to education 
(Protocol 1 Article 2). In addition, other relevant binding instruments are the 2011 Istanbul Convention 
on preventing and combating violence against women and domestic violence, and the Framework 
convention for the Protection of National minorities (Articles 6, 12), and European Social Charter (Article 
7). Various important policy documents have been adopted at the level of the Council of Europe: by the 
Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of the Council of Europe, by the Parliamentary Assembly, and 
by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance. 

g) The UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (CRC) includes a number of articles that entrench children’s 
right to education. The Convention requires state parties to provide children with appropriate and 
accessible education to the highest level (Article 28), and to ensure that school curricula promote respect 
for human rights of all peoples and for the child‘s cultural and national identity (Article 29). The 
overarching principle of Article 12 (1) of the CRC offers another key basis for educational development 
across European school systems. It declares: ‘States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of 
forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the 
views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child’. 

h) Bullying in school is an issue that directly affects mental and physical health. The right of everyone to the 
enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health is given legal foundation by 
a range of international legal instruments, including Article 25 (1) of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Article 24 of the 
CRC and Article 12 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, 
as well as the right to non-discrimination as reflected in Article 5 (e) (iv) of the International Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. The UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Health 
(2005) states: ‘33. The international right to physical and mental health is subject to progressive 
realisation and resource constraints. This has a number of important implications. Put simply, all States 
are expected to be doing better in five years’ time than what they are doing today (progressive 
realisation). And what is legally required of a developed State is of a higher standard than what is legally 
required of a least-developed country (resource constraints)’. 

i) One of the two EU 2020 headline targets for education is to reduce early school leaving to a 10 % average 
across the EU. Bullying is directly recognised as affecting early school leaving in the Annex to the Council 
Recommendation on Early School Leaving (2011): ‘At the level of the school or training institution 
strategies against early school leaving are embedded in an overall school development policy. They aim 
at creating a positive learning environment, reinforcing pedagogical quality and innovation, enhancing 
teaching staff competences to deal with social and cultural diversity, and developing anti-violence and 
anti-bullying approaches’. The EU Council Recommendation (2011) on early school leaving also 
acknowledges that: ‘Targeted individual support…is especially important for young people in situations 
of serious social or emotional distress which hinders them from continuing education or training’. 

j) Bullying and violence also need to be interpreted through the important policy lens of lifelong learning. 
The EU Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European cooperation in 
education and training (‘ET 2020’) (2009 /C 119/02) state: ‘In the period up to 2020, the primary goal of 
European cooperation should be to support the further development of education and training systems 
in the Member States which are aimed at ensuring: 

 The personal, social and professional fulfilment of all citizens 

 Sustainable economic prosperity and employability, whilst promoting democratic values, social 
cohesion, active citizenship, and intercultural dialogue’. This dimension offers a background 
framework for promoting educational systems in ways that create positive goals for learning and 
communication that are antithetical to bullying and violence’. 
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2.1.Defining Bullying 

There are various definitions of school bullying, but one of the first and most commonly used and accepted 
definitions in Europe is that of Olweus (1994, 1999) underlining intentionality, repetition and imbalance of 
power. Bullying involves physical, verbal, and relational behaviours, which involves one party having the 
intention to repeatedly hurt or harm another within an uneven power relationship where the victim is unable 
to defend him/herself. In contrast to repeated, hurtful teasing, friendly and playful teasing is not considered 
bullying; similarly when two equally strong or powerful students argue or fight with each other (Olweus, 
2010). The bully may be one individual or group (pack bullying) with the bully being part of, or belonging to 
a specific, usually exclusive, group. Bullying make take place face to face or online through social networking, 
texting, emails, chatting, blogs and other forms of virtual communication. Bullying may be either physical 
such as physical abuse, threats of physical harm and forced behaviours, verbal, such as name calling, teasing, 
verbal attacks on the student’s family, culture, race or religion, and relational, such as ostracising, isolating, 
and ignoring behaviours. The latter two are sometimes put together as emotional, social or psychological 
bullying. Some authors differentiate between direct and indirect bullying, the former referring to physical 
and verbal bullying, while the latter relates more to relational or social bullying, such as exclusion and 
gossiping/rumour spreading (Grumpel, 2008; Wolke et al., 2000; Ttofi et al., 2011). Involvement in bullying 
also occurs along a continuum, ranging from bully, victim, bully-victim, bystander and uninvolved, with 
students possibly taking multiple roles (Swearer et al., 2012). Discriminatory bullying has tended to be 
neglected in bullying research definitions (Elamé, 2013). 

There are various issues however, which need to be taken into consideration, as these are likely to influence 
the definition, assessment, prevalence and interventions for bullying. One of the major issues is the cultural 
variations in what constitutes school bullying (Arbax, 2012). Adults and children may have different 
conceptualisations of bullying. Children may not put the same emphasis on intentionality, repetition or 
power imbalance as adults, but more on the impact of the bullying behaviour on the victim, including the 
severity of the injury; in this respect children’s definition of bullying overlaps more with aggression and 
violence than that of adults (Vaillancourt and Cornell, 2009). 

2.2. Impact of Bullying 

Bullying in its various forms has been associated with various emotional, psychological as well as academic 
problems in children and young people. The harmful effects are most evident in victims of bullying, but the 
perpetrators (i.e. those who bully others) and the perpetrators-victims, and to a lesser extent bystanders, are 
also liable to experience the negative impact of the bullying experience (Arbax, 2012; Arseneault et al., 2009; 
Ttofi et al., 2011). Victims are likely to experience low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation 
(Gladstone et al., 2006; Klomeck et al., 2007; Nansel et al., 2004; Radliff et al., 2015; Juvonen and Graham, 
2014; Ttofi et al., 2011; Swearer et al., 2012; Biereld, 2014). Victimisation (i.e. being bullied) has also been 
linked to lower academic achievement and other behaviours such as disengagement, absenteeism and early 
school leaving (Fried and Fried, 1996; Glew et al., 2005; Nakamoto and Schwartz, 2010; Brown et al., 2011; 
Green et al., 2010). Victims are more likely to experience worse concentration in class (Boulton et al., 2008) 
and more interpersonal difficulties (Kumpulainen et al., 1998). Beran (2008) concluded that preadolescents 
who are bullied are at some risk for demonstrating poor achievement, although this risk increases 
substantially if the child also receives little support from parents and is already disengaged from school. The 
Longitudinal Survey of Young People in England (Green et al., 2010) age 16 young people who reported being 
bullied at any point between ages 14-16 are disproportionately likely to not be in education, employment or 
training.  

A study of over 26,000 Finnish adolescents found that involvement in bullying was associated with a range 
of mental health problems such as anxiety, depression and psychosomatic symptoms (Kaltiala-Heino et al., 
2000). Jantzer et al. (2012) studied the relationship between victimisation and mental health among 300 
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students (aged 10-14 years) in ten schools in southern Germany. They found that bullying victims (21 % of 
the sample) had significantly higher risks for developing emotional difficulties than those who were not 
bullied. Perpetrators are likely to exhibit other oppositional and anti-social behaviours and to leave school 
early (Nansel et al., 2003; Nansel et al., 2004; Sourander et al., 2011; Kokkinos and Panayiotou, 2004). The 
worst off group however, appears to be the bully-victims, who experience higher levels of both internalised 
(depression, anxiety, psychosomatic symptoms) and externalised (behaviour problems, delinquency) 
difficulties than either the victims or the bullying perpetrators (Nansel et al., 2004; Ivarsson et al., 2005; 
Kokkinos and Panayiotou, 2004; Houbre et al., 2006; Swearer et al., 2012). Bully-victims are also more likely 
to come from dysfunctional families or have pre-existing conduct, behaviour or emotional problems and it 
has been suggested that these factors, rather than bullying per se, may explain adult outcomes (Sourander, 
Ronning et al., 2009). Bullying perpetrators and bully/victims had the lowest connection to school and 
poorest relations with teachers (Raskauskas et al., 2010). 

Fisher et al. (2011) reported that victimisation in the early years is three times more likely to lead to self-harm 
in adolescence amongst the victims when compared to non-bullied peers. They found that 50 % of twelve 
year-olds who harm themselves were frequently bullied, while victimised children with mental health 
problems were at greater risk of self-harm later on. Longitudinal studies have also shown that frequent 
victimisation at age 8 predicted later suicide attempts and completed suicides for both boys and girls, while 
frequent bullying perpetration at age 8 also predicted later suicide attempts and completed suicides for boys 
(Klomek et al., 2009). As Rinehart and Espelage (2015) highlight, homophobic name-calling is correlated with 
an increase in anxiety, depression, personal distress, suicidality, and other mental health problems (Cochran 
and Mays, 2000; Poteat and Espelage, 2007; Rivers 2004).  

Ttofi et al. (2011) reported that the probability of depression up to 36 years later was much larger for 
victimised students when compared to non-bullied peers, even after controlling for other factors. In a recent 
large-scale study with 14 500 participants in the UK, Bowles et al. (2015) reported that peer victimisation in 
adolescence is a significant predictor of depression in early adulthood; about 1 in 3 cases of depression 
among young adults may be linked to peer victimisation in adolescence. Out of 683 people who reported 
they had been bullied at least once a week at the age of 13, nearly 15 % were depressed at 18 years. In a 
recent comparative study on the long term impact of bullying on mental health, Lereya et al. (2015) used 
data from two longitudinal databases, one in in the UK (4026 children) and the other in the US (1 420 
children). They reported that children who were both maltreated and bullied were at increased risk for 
overall mental health problems, anxiety, and depression according to both cohorts, and for self-harm 
according to the English cohort. Children who were bullied by peers only were more likely than children who 
were maltreated only to have mental health problems in both cohorts, including anxiety, depression and self-
harm5.  

The Finnish population based, longitudinal birth cohort study of 2551 boys from age 8 years to 16–20 years 
(Sourander et al., 2007) found that frequent bullies display high levels of psychiatric symptoms in childhood. 
Sourander et al. (2007) observed that frequent bullies with conduct and hyperactivity problems and not the 
bullies per se are the ones at elevated risk for later criminality. Correlational studies cannot demonstrate 

                                                            

5 In a review of the literature on peer victimisation, McDougall and Vaillancourt (2015) analysed prospective studies tracking children 

and adolescents into young adulthood. They use the construct of ‘multifinality’ in their analysis, suggesting that the impact of childhood 
victimisation on adulthood adjustment may follow different, multiple pathways, varying according to the systemic context of the 
individual. The authors suggest that while there is longitudinal evidence that victimisation in childhood and adolescence, particularly 
at the ages of 8 to 14, is linked to poor adjustment in academic, social, self, physical, internalising and externalising areas, there are still 
doubts about whether the effects of victimisation are contained within the school years or follow into adulthood. The authors reviewed 
17 prospective studies and concluded that there is a direct path between childhood peer victimisation and poor long-term outcomes 
in adulthood. Studies which controlled for related symptoms and behaviour in childhood suggest suicide for men and women and 
aggression and heavy smoking for men, but in a number of cases the association between peer victimisation and adjustment in 
adulthood did not hold when it was controlled for earlier adjustment. 
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causality, only associations of varying strengths. In contrast, longitudinal studies can provide stronger 
inferences about causal relations, when controlling for other factors. However, though history effects are 
often referred to, it is noticeable that longitudinal bullying outcome studies seldom provide information or a 
focus on historical changes to the availability or otherwise of school and system level support services 
available to students who have experienced bullying and/or other trauma (e.g. Sourander et al, 2007) or 
when comparing groups. Availability of support services, such as emotional counselling services or their lack 
in schools, may be an important potential mediating variable in outcomes6.  

In their systematic review of 28 longitudinal studies, Ttofi et al. (2011b) and Farrington et al. (2012) reported 
that bullying perpetrators are likely to offend and to engage in violent behaviour six years later, while victims 
were likely to manifest symptoms of depression seven years later, in both instances even after controlling for 
other risk factors in childhood. Boys who are bullying perpetrators have been reported in particular to be at 
increased risk for later offending (Sourander et al., 2011). Ttofi et al.‘s (2011) meta-analysis found that 
bullying perpetration was related to later offending, but the size of this effect decreased as more confounders 
were included in the analysis and follow-up periods increased7. 

Using a systematic review of prospective longitudinal studies which focused on internalising and externalising 
adjustment in the case of peer victimisation in childhood, Ttofi et al. (2014) found that a number of factors, 
including individual factors such as social skills and academic achievement, family factors such as stability and 
healthy relationships and peer social support operated as protective factors against later adulthood problems.  

A US study (Cornell et al., 2013) found that one standard deviation increases in student and teacher-reported 
Prevalence of Teasing and Bullying were associated with 16.5 % and 10.8 % increases in early school leaving 
counts, respectively, holding all other variables constant. A basic conclusion from the Cornell et al. (2013) 
study is that the prevalence of teasing and bullying in high schools deserves serious consideration by 
educators in addressing the problem of early school leaving. In a sample of 276 high schools, the level of 
teasing and bullying reported by both 9th grade students and teachers was predictive of cumulative early 
school leaving counts over 4 years after the cohort reached 12th grade. This study is notable as it finds a 
heightened association with early school leaving not simply for those who have been bullied or are bullying 
perpetrators, but also how entering a climate of teasing and bullying serves as a push factor for students to 
leave school early. 

Wolke et al. (2013) in the western North Carolina longitudinal study examined 1400 people regarding their 
reported experiences of bullying perpetration, victimisation, or both between the ages of 9-16. Follow up at 
ages 19, 21 and 24-26 indicate that those who were bullied were more likely to have a diagnosable anxiety 
disorder in adulthood, while both perpetrators and victims were more susceptible to depression. 
Perpetrators were more at risk of later anti-social personality disorder. Gender differences were observed, 
where both female perpetrators and victims were increasingly likely to experience adult agoraphobia, in 
contrast to males who were more at risk of suicide. This study controlled for pre-morbid childhood 
psychopathology, so it can be implied that these were consequences of the bullying experiences and not 
simply antecedent to them. In this study, victims and particularly bully-victims differed from children not 
involved in bullying by growing up more often in marginalised families and having more mental health 
problems in childhood.  

                                                            

6 McDougall and Vaillancourt (2015) identified various factors which mediated and moderated victimisation, acting as protective or risk 

factors, leading to different pathways in adulthood adjustment; these include the classroom context, the timing of victimisation, the 
presence or absence of support, and the role of self-evaluations. The authors conclude that at least some victimised children, especially 
those experiencing other mental health difficulties, are more prone to adjustment problems in adulthood. However, there are multiple 
pathways involved in the process, and the impact of early victimisation is greater when combined with other risks. 
7 Rodkin, Espleage and Hamish (2015) argue that the evidence for the link between bullying perpetration and long term negative 

outcomes, holds only for incidental models of bullying perpetration, namely that perpetration is the result of some underlying disorder, 
but not for causal models, suggesting that perpetration itself contributes actively to psychopathology later on in adult life. 
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Against the backdrop of these pervasive associations between bullying and mental health issues and early 
school leaving related risk factors, it is evident that bullying in schools is both an education and a health issue. 
It requires an integrated strategic policy response across both departments. The wide range of detrimental 
outcomes arising from bullying in school highlights that this is a serious issue for child and youth welfare. It is 
also a child protection issue (Farrelly, 2007; 8th European Forum on the Rights of the Child, 2013). 
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Chapter 3. Prevalence of bullying 
Swearer et al. (2010) identify three major factors responsible for the problems in establishing accurate 
prevalence rates of school bullying. Firstly, bullying is defined differently in different instruments, while some 
assessments do not give a definition of bullying at all or do not differentiate bullying from other forms of 
aggression (Cook et al., 2010); not all definitions capture the three key constructs of the bullying definition 
established by Olweus (see Section 2.1). Secondly, there is a lot variability in the cut off points used to classify 
students into the main roles of bullying (bully, victim, bully-victim, or bystander) on the basis of frequency of 
behaviour; differences in cut off points may lead either to most students being involved in bullying or 
conversely to very few students being involved. Finally, many of the instruments used lack rigorous 
psychometric properties, including reliability and concurrent and construct validity. Cook et al. (2010) argue 
that while various researchers have attempted to address the lack of psychometric rigour in the assessment 
of bullying, the influence of assessment methods on the variability of bullying prevalence rates remains a 
contentious and unresolved issue.  

Prevalence rates vary according to whether it is the students themselves, peers, teachers or parents who are 
reporting (Hymel and Swearer, 2015). Most of the research is based on self-report assessment, since adults 
are less likely to have accurate knowledge of bullying incidents. Various studies have underlined the 
discrepancy between self-reports and reports by peers, parents or teachers (Hymel and Swearer, 2015). 
These issues need to be taken into consideration in referring to prevalence rates, particularly when 
comparing studies. 

The Health Behaviour School Checklist (HBSC). The HBSC by the World Health Organisation is a study held 
every four years on children’s and young people’s health and well-being in Europe and North America. The 
latest study available was published in 2012 (Currie et al., 2012) with data gathered in 2010 from 43 countries, 
including most EU countries. The study is based on a questionnaire completed by 10, 13 and 15-year-old 
students (a total of 3000 students from each respective country). 

The European prevalence of reported victimisation amongst young people aged 11-15 ranges from 2 % (15 
year old females in Italy) to 32 % (11 year old males in Lithuania) (see Table 1). The Baltic countries, 
Greenland, Austria, Belgium and Romania are some of the countries with relatively high prevalence rates 
compared to the low rates of Denmark and Sweden, Czech Republic and the Mediterranean countries of Italy 
and Spain. The overall figures for Europe are quite similar with those in northern America, with the overall 
prevalence rates for the USA and Canada being quite close to the mid-range figures (6 %-17 %). There is a 
clear gender difference in Europe, with boys reporting being more bullied than girls in most of the countries, 
but again prevalence rates vary considerably from one country to another, from 28 % to 4 % for boys and 
23 % to 3 % respectively (gender difference usually less than 10 %). Prevalence rates also declined from 11 
to 15 years, in both girls and boys in most countries and regions in Europe (from an average of 13 % of 11 
year olds to an average of 9 % of 15 year olds); the difference however, is usually less than 10 % (Currie et al., 
2012). The three EU countries not included in the report were Bulgaria, Cyprus and Malta; the previous report 
based on the 2006 data (Currie et al., 2008) shows that Bulgaria and Malta were at opposite ends, with 
Bulgaria significantly higher than the average and Malta significantly lower than the average. The trends for 
Malta are similar to the 2012 report for both gender (more boys being bullied than girls) and age; Bulgaria 
however shows a substantial increase of bullying of boys as they grow older.  

The European prevalence of reported bullying perpetration amongst young people aged 11-15 varies 
considerably across countries ranging from 35 % (13 year old boys in Romania) to 1 % (11 year old girls in 
Denmark, England, Iceland, Wales and Sweden, and 15 year old girls in Iceland) (see Table 2). As in the case 
of victimisation, the Baltic countries are again at the top of the list together with Romania, Belgium (Fl), 
Austria, Switzerland, Greenland and Greece. Sweden, Denmark, Iceland and Norway, England, Scotland, 
Wales and Ireland, and Hungary, Czech Republic and Italy, are the countries with the lowest prevalence rates 
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of bullying perpetration in Europe. In contrast to victimisation, the North American prevalence rate of 
perpetration is below that of the European and HBSC averages. There is a clear gender difference, with the 
overall rate for boys being double that of girls, and the prevalence rate for boys being higher than that of girls 
in all the countries and regions in Europe in all ages (except for a couple of exceptions). Prevalence also 
increased significantly from 11 to 15 years, with the increase being evident in about half of the countries and 
regions; in most countries this was relatively small but in a few countries this more than 10 % amongst boys 
(e.g., Latvia, Greece, Austria, Luxembourg) (Currie et al., 2012). In the great majority of countries and regions 
there was an increase in prevalence from 11 to 13 year olds for both boys and girls.  

This study shows that bullying victimisation and perpetration are prevalent behaviours among young people 
in Europe, but prevalence rates differ considerably across European countries, indicating the influence of 
sociocultural factors on the conceptualisation and tolerance of this behaviour; the report found that 
prevalence increased with lower family affluence in a number of countries (Currie et al., 2012). The study 
clearly shows that victimisation and perpetration are more common among boys than girls, a trend seen in 
the international research on bullying. It also indicates that there is an overall decline in victimisation in most 
countries over the previous years (Currie et al., 2012). This decrease however is usually less than 10 %, while 
prevalence remains high in some countries and regions in Europe. Furthermore, since the data was collected 
in 2009/2010, the study may not have adequately captured cyberbullying. The advantage of this study is that 
it includes practically all EU countries, using the same rigorously tested instrument with a sample of 3000 
students in each country, making use of self-report. The data however, is based only on self-reports and only 
on one question on victimisation and another on perpetration. Moreover, it did not measure the prevalence 
of bully-victims. 

TABLE 1. Peer Victimisation in Europe, % (i.e. those reporting being a victim of bullying) 

Country 
11 years 13 years 15 years Range Total 

F M F M F M F M Range 

Austria 16 20 16 25 9 19 9-16 19-25 9-25 

Belgium (Fr) 16 27 18 31 15 26 15-18 26-31 15-31 

Belgium (Fl) 15 18 7 10 9 7 7-15 7-18 7-18 

Croatia 7 9 8 9 4 6 4-8 6-9 4-9 

Czech R 5 4 5 7 5 5 5 4-7 4-7 

Denmark 7 7 7 7 4 5 4-7 5-7 4-7 

England 10 12 12 9 9 7 9-12 7-12 7-12 

Estonia 22 27 17 24 9 10 9-22 10-27 9-27 

Finland 11 13 12 12 7 8 7-12 8-13 7-13 

France 15 16 14 16 10 12 10-15 12-16 10-16 

Germany 11 11 10 9 8 12 8-11 9-12 8-12 

Greece 7 8 7 9 9 12 7-9 8-12 7-12 

Greenland 13 25 14 13 14 16 13-14 13-25 13-25 

Hungary 8 13 8 9 4 5 4-8 5-13 4-13 

Iceland 8 10 5 8 4 4 4-8 4-10 4-10 

Ireland 10 14 7 10 4 10 4-10 10-14 4-14 

Italy 4 8 3 4 2 3 2-4 3-8 2-8 

Latvia 22 24 18 20 14 17 14-22 17-24 14-24 

Lithuania 27 32 26 30 17 23 17-26 23-32 17-32 

Luxembourg 14 17 11 13 10 12 10-14 12-17 10-17 

Netherland 9 10 7 9 3 6 3-9 6-10 3-10 

Norway 11 11 7 8 6 8 6-11 8-11 6-11 

Poland 10 17 8 14 5 8 5-10 8-17 5-17 

Portugal 12 20 13 19 10 13 10-12 13-20 10-20 

Romania 15 20 18 22 11 17 11-18 17-22 11-22 
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Scotland 13 10 9 11 4 8 4-13 8-10 4-13 

Slovakia 9 15 8 11 7 6 7-9 6-15 6-15 

Slovenia 7 7 8 11 4 6 4-8 6-11 4-11 

Spain 5 8 5 9 3 6 3-5 6-9 3-9 

Sweden 4 5 4 4 4 3 4 3-5 3-5 

Switzerland 13 18 13 15 9 12 9-13 12-18 9-18 

Wales 10 10 9 10 6 8 6-10 8-10 6-10 
Source: WHO, 2010.      2-26 3-32 2-32 

 
TABLE 2. Bullying Perpetration in Europe, % (i.e. those reporting carrying out bullying) 

Country 
11 years 13 years 15 years Range Total 

F M F M F M F M Range 

Austria 7 16 13 28 13 32 7-13 16-32 7-32 

Belgium (Fr) 9 19 11 24 13 22 9-13 19-24 9-24 

Belgium (Fl) 5 10 6 13 9 14 5-9 10-14 5-14 

Croatia 2 6 4 10 4 10 2-4 6-10 2-10 

Czech R 2 2 2 6 4 5 2-4 2-6 2-6 

Denmark 1 6 3 7 2 9 1-3 6-9 1-9 

England 1 5 3 5 2 10 1-3 5-10 1-10 

Estonia 4 21 10 25 8 19 4-10 19-25 4-25 

Finland 2 7 6 11 6 12 2-6 7-12 2-12 

France 7 11 11 18 11 20 7-11 11-20 7-20 

Germany 4 8 9 13 9 19 4-9 8-19 4-19 

Greece 4 13 9 22 13 34 4-13 13-34 4-34 

Greenland 8 14 13 15 13 28 8-13 14-28 8-28 

Hungary 2 7 2 9 2 8 2 7-9 2-9 

Iceland 1 5 2 6 1 5 1-2 5-6 1-6 

Ireland 2 5 2 5 2 8 2 5-8 2-8 

Italy 2 7 3 7 3 8 2-3 7-8 2-8 

Latvia 10 21 21 31 23 36 10-23 21-36 10-36 

Lithuania 10 19 18 32 16 32 10-18 19-32 10-32 

Luxembourg 7 11 9 18 11 27 7-11 11-27 7-27 

Netherland 3 8 4 9 5 10 3-5 8-10 3-10 

Norway 2 7 1 8 3 9 1-3 7-9 1-9 

Poland 5 14 8 15 5 16 5-8 14-16 5-16 

Portugal 4 11 8 15 6 13 4-8 11-15 4-15 

Romania 17 26 26 35 19 30 17-26 26-35 17-35 

Scotland 2 5 3 7 2 10 2-3 5-10 2-10 

Slovakia 8 15 12 17 10 17 8-12 15-17 8-17 

Slovenia 4 6 5 15 6 12 4-6 6-15 4-15 

Spain 3 7 5 10 5 10 3-5 7-10 3-10 

Sweden 1 2 3 4 3 7 1-3 2-7 1-7 

Switzerland 6 17 10 22 11 25 6-11 17-25 6-25 

Wales 1 3 2 4 1 4 1-2 3-4 1-4 
Source: WHO, 2010.      1-26 2-35 1-35 

 
Chester et al. (2015) carried out a comparative analysis of the latest three HBSC published surveys, namely 
2001-2002, 2005-2006 and 2009-2010 respectively, to identify the decreasing and increasing trends in 
victimisation. Responses from 58 1838 young people in 33 countries, mostly European, were included in the 
analysis. French Belgium was also the only country with significant increases in both occasional and chronic 
victimisation for both genders across the three surveys. A number of countries showed an increase from 
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2001–2002 to 2005–2006, but then a decrease from 2005–2006 to 2009–2010, with Greece registering the 
most evident decrease in both occasional and chronic victimisation, with a 24.1 % decrease for occasional 
victimisation and 14.4 % for chronic victimisation. More worrying is the opposite trend with a significant 
decrease for both genders from the first to the second survey but then a significant increase from the second 
to the third survey; Flemish Belgium, Canada, Finland, Poland, Spain and Switzerland fall into this category. 
The main conclusion from this study was a decreasing trend in bullying victimisation among both genders 
across a third of participating countries, with few countries reporting increasing trends. There was 
considerable variability between countries and between genders within countries however, with bullying 
remaining a pertinent issue in various countries across Europe (see also Table 6, Annex 1 on changes in 
bullying prevalence between ages 11-15).  
 
TABLE 2. Prevalence of School Bullying: Country Specific Concerns based on Comparative, National and Local 
Studies (also for School Inclusiveness)  

Country Prevalence Patterns 

Austria 
25 % of 13 year old boys are bullied. 32 % of 15 year old boys and 28 % of 13 year old boys 
bully their peers (Currie et al. 2012) 

Belgium 

In Belgium (Fr), 27 % of 11 year old boys, 31 % of 13 year old boys and 26 % of 15 year old 
boys are victims of bullying (Currie et al. 2012). 63.5% of socioeconomically disadvantaged 
students agree that they feel like they belong at school. This is notably almost 15 % below 

the OECD average (PISA 2012). A survey amongst LGBTI young people who had attended 
schools in the previous three years in Belgium, reported that 48 % had experienced teasing 
and ridicule, 39 % name calling, 36 % social isolation and 21 % intimidation (UNESCO, 2012). 

Bulgaria 
In a study in six Bulgarian schools with 11-13 year old students, Koralov (2007) reported 
that 25 % of students reported they were victimised by their peers once a week, while 10 % 
said that they bullied other students a few times per month.  

Czech 
Republic 

73.6 % of socioeconomically disadvantaged students agree that they feel like they belong 
at school. This is almost 5 % below the OECD average (PISA 2012). 80.5 % of 
socioeconomically disadvantaged students disagree that they feel like an outsider (or left 
out of things) at school. This is almost 6 % below the OECD average (PISA 2012). 

Denmark 
69.3% of socioeconomically disadvantaged students agree that they feel like they belong at 
school. This is more than 8 % below the OECD average (PISA 2012). 

Estonia 
27 % of 11 year olds boys, 22 % of 11 year old girls and 24 % of 13 year old boys are bullied. 
For boys, 21 % of 11 year olds and 25 % of 13 year olds bully their peers. (Currie et al. 2012) 

Finland 

Based on the 2007 report representing 82 % of all Finnish students in 8thand 9th-grade 
comprehensive school students and 1st and 2nd-grade upper secondary school and 
vocational school students, Luukonen (2010) found that 10 % of the boys and 6 % of the 
girls reported being victims of bullying at least once a week. Honkasalo et al. (2009) 
reported that racism in the form of ostracism, exclusion and discrimination was a common 
experience for young people with a multicultural background in Finland.  

France 
Only 38 % of socioeconomically disadvantaged students agree that they feel like they 
belong at school. This is a striking 50 % below the OECD average (PISA 2012). For males, 
18 % of 13 year olds and 20 % of 15 year olds bully their peers (Currie et al. 2012). 16 % of 
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males aged both 11 and 13 are victims of bullying, and 15 % of females aged 11 and 14 % 
aged 13 are victims of bullying (Currie et al. 2012). 

Germany 

Von Marées and Petermann’s (2009) study on the prevalence of bullying in primary schools 
in Germany with 550 six to ten-year -old children attending 12 primary schools in northern 
Germany. Overall, 10 % of children were identified as bullies, 17 % as victims and 17 % as 
bully/victims. Elamé’s (2013) research on discriminatory bullying found that in the  
German sample (not necessarily nationally representative), 52 % of immigrant and Roma 
students do not feel at ease with children who attend their school. 

Greece 

34 % of 15 year old males are bullying perpetrators (Currie et al. 2012). In a study with 
3969 primary and secondary school students in Greece, Psalti (2012) reported that almost 
half of the participating students were involved in bullying, either as bullies, victims or 
bully-victims, with higher involvement in secondary schools. 

Hungary 
49 % of LGBTI respondents have encountered discrimination and bullying at school; over 
90 % of them were targeted by fellow students (Takács et al., 2008).  

Ireland 

Minton’s (2010) study with 2 312 primary and 3 257 post-primary students found that 
35 % of primary school students and 36 % of post-primary students reported having been 
bullied over the last 3 months. Cosgrove et al. (2014) analysed children’s and parents’ 
reports based on a representative sample of 8568 students. Students with Special 
Educational Needs and Disabilities reported being bullied more frequently (47 %) than 
peers without such needs (36 %).  

Italy 

Brighi et al.’s (2013) survey involved approximately 1700 students from middle and high 
school (age range 14-19) in Italy and has shown that traditional forms of bullying (both 
direct and indirect forms) included 27 % of student as victims, 19 % as bullies and the 9 % 
as bully/victims. Telefono Azzurro’s (2014) sample of 1500 students aged 11-19 years, 
reported that 34.7 % said they had witnessed bullying episodes, while 30 % of middle 
school students and 38 % of high school students were bullied at least sometimes. 

Luxembourg 
71.9 % of socioeconomically disadvantaged students agree that they feel like they belong 
at school. This is more than 6 % below the OECD average (PISA 2012). 

Latvia 
24 % of 11 year old boys and 22% of 11 year old girls are bullied. For boys, 36 % of 15 year 
olds and 31 % of 13 year olds engage in bullying perpetration (Currie et al. 2012) 

Lithuania 
For 11 year olds, 32 % of boys and 27 % of girls are victims of bullying; similarly with 13 year 
olds, 30 % of boys and 26 % are girls are bullied. 32 % of 13 and 15 year old boys are 
perpetrators of bullying (Currie et al. 2012). 

Malta 

Askell Williams, Cefai and Fabri (2014) study with 300 primary and secondary school 
students attending 7 schools in one regional college in Malta found that around one 
quarter to one half of students were involved in bullying in most grades, with no apparent 
gender differences. 

Poland 
73.2 % of socioeconomically disadvantaged students agree that they feel like they belong 
at school. This is almost 5 % below the OECD average (PISA 2012). 

Portugal 20 % of 11 year old and 19 % of 13 year old boys are victims of bullying (Currie et al. 2012). 

Romania 
For boys, 35 % of 13 year olds, 30 % of 15 year olds and 26 % of 11 year olds bully their 
peers; for girls, 26 % of 13 year olds and 19 % of 15 year olds bully their peers (Currie et 
al. 2012). 
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Slovakia 
15 % of 11 year old boys nationally are bullied (Currie et al. 2012). 74 % of 
socioeconomically disadvantaged students disagree that they feel like an outsider (or left 
out of things) at school. This is more than 12 % below the OECD average (PISA 2012). 

Spain 
Gutierrez et al. (2008) found that with a representative sample of 3000 students from 300 
secondary schools in various regions of Spain, 18 % reported being the victim of one type 
of peer bullying while 30 % were the victims of two types of bullying. 

Sweden 

Bjereld et al. (2015) examined parent-reported bullying victimisation with 27.8 % of 
immigrants being victims in contrast to 8.6 % of native children. 74.8% of socioeconomically 
disadvantaged students agree that they feel like they belong at school. This is below the 
OECD average of 78.1 % (PISA 2012 Beckman’s (2013) study with over 3800, 13-15-year-old 
adolescents found that students with a disability were more likely to be bully-victims. 

UK 

The annual bullying survey 2015 (DTF, 2015) was carried out in 73 schools and colleges 
across the UK with over 4800 young people aged 13-20 years. The responses of 3023 
participants were analysed. The survey reported that 50 % of young people had bullied 
another person – 30 % on a regular basis (at least once a week); while 43 % reported peer 
victimisation – 44 % on a regular basis. Based on the Millennium Cohort Study and the 
Longitudinal Study of Young People, Chatzitheochari et al. (2014) reported that primary 
school students with SEND are twice as likely as other peers to experience chronic bullying.  

 

3.1. Bullying and Children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities  

Children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) are particularly vulnerable to bullying and 
more likely to be over-represented in bullying experiences. Blake et al, (2012), making use of the Special 
Education Elementary Longitudinal Study and the National Longitudinal Transition Study–2 data sets in the 
US, found higher prevalence rates of bullying victimisation amongst students with disabilities in elementary, 
middle and high schools when compared to mainstream students (24.5 %, 34.1 % and 26.6 % respectively). 
Various reviews of the literature in the US (e.g. Rose et al., 2011; Rose et al., 2009) and the UK (McLaughlin et 
al., 2010) have shown that bullying victimisation and perpetration are over-represented in SEND, suggesting 
that children and young people with SEND are more likely to be victimised but also more likely to bully others 
when compared with other peers. The finding that students with SEND are also more likely to bully their peers 
than the average, may be explained by such factors as type of disability and class placement (McLaughlin, 
2010). Students with behaviour problems, one of the categories of special educational needs/disabilities, are 
more likely to engage in bullying perpetration by virtue of their disability (Swearer, Wang, Maag, Siebecker, 
and Frerichs 2012; Rose and Espelage, 2012); on the other hand, students with social skills and 
communication problems such as children and young people with Asperger’s Syndrome and autism, are more 
likely to be the victims of bullying (Rose et al., 2011).  

In their review of the international literature on bullying victimisation amongst children with SEND (primarily 
studies from Europe – Ireland, Scandinavia, and UK – and North America) McLaughlin et al. (2010) found that 
children with SEND faced increased risk of victimisation in both mainstream and special settings, ranging from 
80 % for children with learning disabilities, 70 % for children with autism to 40 % for children with speech and 
language difficulties; some studies indicated that students with mild or hidden disabilities may be even more 
at risk. They also found that bullying tends to be more relational than direct, such as isolation, ostracism, 
name-calling and social manipulation, though the latter is also present, including physical and sexual abuse. 
They reported that social skills and language and communication problems are the key issues that 
characterise most bullying with children and young people with SEND. 
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In a study on bullying victimisation using data from two representative longitudinal studies in England, namely 
the Millennium Cohort Study and the Longitudinal Study of Young People, Chatzitheochari et al. (2014) 
examined the probability of being bullied at ages 7 and 15 associated with SEND. They reported that primary 
school students with SEND are twice as likely as other peers to experience chronic bullying. At age 7, 12 % of 
students with special needs and 11 % of those with a statement of special needs were bullied ‘all of the time’ 
by other peers, compared to 6 % of their other peers. At age 15, students with statements of special 
educational needs were significantly more likely to be frequent victims of both physical and relational 
bullying, even after controlling for a wide range of demographic, socioeconomic and family factors. The 
authors concluded that students with SEND faced the double disadvantage of contextual barriers and bullying 
during critical periods in their development and education. Both SEND students with and without a statement 
of special needs were at risk of victimisation, but the latter faced a higher risk. 

In a study with 141, 11-12-year-old students in Finland, Kaukiainen et al. (2012) found that learning difficulties 
were significantly related to bullying perpetration but not to victimisation; cluster analysis, however, revealed 
a group of children with learning difficulties as bully-victims. Bejerot and Mortberg (2009) interviewed 168 
adult patients with either social phobia or obsessive compulsive disorder about their bullying experience in 
Finland. In comparison to a reference group of 551 adults, they found a significant difference in the prevalence 
of being bullied between OCD (50 %), social phobia patients (20 %) and the reference group (27 %). A history 
of being bullied was related to autistic traits among patients and they concluded that autistic traits may be a 
predictor of being bullied at school. In Ireland, Cosgrove et al. (2014) analysed children’s and parents’ reports 
of being bullied, based on a representative sample of 8568 students (collected in 2007–2008). They reported 
that students with SEND reported being bullied more frequently (47 %) than peers without such needs (36 %). 
Reports by parents of their child being bullied were also more frequent for the former (36 % vs 19 %). Students 
most at risk of bullying were those with SEBD, dyslexia and ASD (student reports) and the latter two according 
to parents. Bullying had more negative impact on students with SEND than those without such needs 
according to students’ own reports. Radliff et al. (2015) observe that using self-report questionnaires for 
students in special education who struggle with reading may contribute to an underestimation of 
victimisation rates. 

3.2. Racial, Discriminatory Bullying 

Research on school bullying has largely neglected the issue of racism, and where it has been studied, the 
methods used have been unconvincing (Eslea and Mukhtar, 2010). Yet issues of racism have been gaining 
increasing salience in the EU in the last decades, and in particular in recent years with the upheavals in North 
Africa and the Middle East and the current influx of migrants crossing the Mediterranean towards Europe.  

Elamé’s (2013) research on discriminatory bullying involved a sample of 1352 immigrant and Roma students 
as part of a wider sample of 8817 students across 10 European countries (Bulgaria, Cyprus, France, Germany, 
Greece, Italy, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain). Large majorities of the immigrant and Roma students 
responded that they felt at ease with other children that attend their school. Such contentment was as high 
as 97 % of immigrant and Roma students in Romania, with 84.5 % in France, 84 % in Portugal and also Spain, 
83 % in Bulgaria responding affirmatively; ‘in all countries, with the exception of Germany, the affirmative 
answers prevail by far’ (Elamé, 2013). In the German sample 52 % of immigrant and Roma students do not 
feel at ease with children who attend their school. However, it must be emphasised that this study was a 
population sample drawn from a large number of schools and was not a random sample; nor was it matched 
across countries, so comparability is restricted. Another difficulty for comparability is that immigrants are far 
from being a homogenous group, with diverse backgrounds. Also the average of taking just a sample of 1352 
immigrant or Roma students across 10 countries is a relatively small one, though the wider sample is 
nevertheless a not insubstantial one. These caveats must also be applied to the finding of Elamé (2013) that 
bullying carried out by other students to immigrants or Roma were ‘more common’ in Cyprus (81 %), 
Germany (76 %) and Spain (71 %), with an overall average of 58 % for this sample across the 10 countries. 
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These figures, though not necessarily nationally representative, do nevertheless point to a serious issue of 
discriminatory bullying to be addressed at policy levels. 

In a recent study with over 7000 children aged 7 to 13 in the Nordic countries, Bjereld et al. (2015) examined 
bullying victimisation at two different points namely 1996 and 2011, focusing on differences in prevalence 
between immigrants and native children in the various countries. Data was collected through a parents’ 
report. The author reported first that while bullying in the Nordic countries decreased from 1996 to 2011 
(21 % and 19.2 % respectively), bullying prevalence was significantly higher amongst immigrant children 
when compared to native children in Sweden, Norway and in the Nordic countries as a whole both in 1996 
and in 2011, even when other factors were taken into consideration. The difference in prevalence rates 
varied from one country to another, the largest difference being observed in Sweden, with 27.8 % of 
immigrants being victims in contrast to 8.6 % of native children. The study based on parent-reported bullying, 
which may be less accurate than self-reporting. 

In their cross-cultural analysis of racial bullying including Europe, Scherr and Larson (2010) suggest that racial 
bullying interacts with other variables such as the school context, and that isolating ethnicity in examining 
bullying prevalence may limit our understanding of what is actually happening. They give examples of how 
the composition of the school population and the size and differences within minority and majority groups, 
influence bullying behaviour; for instance whites are more likely to be bullied in schools where they are in 
minority, while African Americans are more likely to be bullied in schools catering for this population (Hanish 
and Guerra, 2000; Graham and Juvonen, 2002); majority students have been bullied about race (Lai and Tov, 
2004), while ethnic bullying within the same ethnic group has also been reported (Eslea and Mukhtar, 2010). 
Thus, while examining racial and ethnic bullying it is very important to protect minority children from abuse 
and violence and their consequent negative impact (e.g. McKenney et al., 2006), a more accurate 
understanding of what is actually happening requires an examination of other factors involved such as the 
school context including the social, cultural, political, linguistic and religious contexts, more specific group 
membership, and estimates of bullying prevalence in general. 

3.3. Homophobic, Discriminatory Bullying 

Homophobic or LGBTI bullying is a serious issue of concern in many schools across the world, including 
Europe, even though it is one of the most unchallenged form of bullying (Walton, 2006). Rivers et al. (2007) 
reported that over 1.6 million US students are bullied because of either actual or perceived sexual 
orientation. A report by Stonewall (2015) reported that 52 000 LGBTI students in the UK, about a quarter of 
the estimated total, will miss school because of homophobic bullying, 70 000 will experience problems with 
schoolwork, while 37 000 will change their future plans because of homophobic bullying. Similar results were 
found in a recent nationwide survey in the USA (GLEN, 2013) with 74 % of LGBTI students being verbally 
harassed because of their sexual orientation and 55 % because of their gender expression; 36 % were 
physically harassed because of their sexual orientation and 28 % because of their gender expression; and 
17 % were physically assaulted because of their sexual orientation and 11 % because of their gender 
expression. Even in the absence of direct homophobic bullying, students may still experience isolation, 
ostracisation and increased anxiety and depression, in schools where homophobic language is widely used 
(Swearer et al., 2008). 

A report on homophobic bullying in the UK (Stonewall, 2012) based on a survey with over 1 600 LGBTI young 
people and their experiences at school, shows that although homophobic bullying has decreased over the 
years when compared to previous studies, it was still a widespread problem in British schools. 55 % of LGBTI 
students experienced direct bullying while more than 96 % heard homophobic language at the school, while 
only half reported that their schools consider homophobic bullying as wrong. 32 % of those who experienced 
bullying changed their future educational plans because of it, 60 % said it had a direct negative impact on 
their school work, while 41 % have attempted or thought about suicide or self-harmed. In the last five years 
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since the first study in 2007, the rate of homophobic bullying has decreased to 55 % from 65 %; twice as 
many LGBTI students report that their schools say homophobic bullying is wrong (50 % vs 25%), while the 
number of LGBTI who feel unable to speak when bullied has fallen from 58 % to 37 % since 2007. 

The teacher latest survey (Stonewall, 2014) in 1 832 primary and secondary schools across Britain, reported 
that 86 % of secondary school teachers and 45 % of primary school teachers said that students in their schools 
experienced homophobic bullying; 89 % of secondary school teachers and 70 % of primary school teachers 
heard students using anti LGBTI language; 55 % of secondary school teachers and 42 % or primary school 
teachers said they do not challenge homophobic language every time they hear it; 36 % of secondary school 
teachers and 29 % or primary school teachers heard homophobic language from other school staff. The 
report concluded that since 2009, half the number of secondary school teachers said that students are often 
or very often the victim of homophobic bullying and fewer teachers hear anti-LGBTI language amongst 
students, but there was little change in the proportion of teachers who hear anti-LGBTI amongst other staff. 

In the EU LGBTI online survey by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2014), almost half of 
all 93,079 respondents (47 %) say that they felt personally discriminated against or harassed on the grounds 
of sexual orientation in the year preceding the survey. The report’s data on discrimination in education 
reveals that, during their schooling before the age of 18, more than eight in 10 of all respondents in each 
LGBTI subgroup and every EU Member State have heard or seen negative comments or conduct because a 
schoolmate was perceived to be LGBTI. Two thirds (68 %) of all respondents who answered the question say 
these comments or conduct occurred often or always during their schooling before age 18. Another 
European-wide survey study was conducted in 2006 by ILGA-Europe and IGLYO (Takács, 2006) with over 750 
respondents from 37 European countries, with 93 % of the questionnaires from EU Member States. Of the 
participants 68 % were males, 29 % females and 2 % transgender. The average age was 23.7 years, 60 % being 
younger than 25. A total of 53 % of LGBTI students reported having experienced bullying or violence at school, 
with victimisation being higher amongst males and the younger groups. The school was the area where young 
LGBTI people in Europe experienced the most prejudice and discrimination – 61 %, as opposed to 51 % in the 
family, 38 % in other communities, and 30 % in circles of friends.  

3.4. Current Responses to Prevention of Bullying and Violence in Schools 
in EU Member States 

The survey findings from this review of bullying and violence prevention strategies in schools in Europe raise 
a number of concerns. Firstly, a large number of EU Member States do not have any national school bullying 
and violence prevention strategy. Moreover, most have no integrated focus between early school leaving 
and bullying prevention; most have no specific focus on prevention of homophobic bullying. Generally, those 
countries that do have anti-bullying strategies do not have one with a strategic focus on differentiated 
needs, and different levels of prevention – most are confined to universal prevention approaches. A 
differentiated focus is needed. Moreover, discriminatory bullying lacks a strategic focus. While a systematic 
focus on social and emotional learning at curricular level exists across almost all EU Member States, it is 
unclear to what extent an explicit curricular focus on bullying and violence prevention is consistently present. 
Even in those Member States with a national anti-bullying strategy for schools, it is rarely clear that their 
approaches are directly evidence-informed or that national inspectorate systems or school self-evaluation 
processes embed a strong focus on bullying and violence prevention into their school review processes. 
While there are at least systematic procedures for students’ voices to be heard in the education system 
across many Member States, such as through student councils, there is a need for a much stronger focus on 
student participation in the design of anti-bullying approaches, especially for older students. 
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TABLE 3. Existence of National Bullying Prevention Strategy in School in European Countries 

Is there a national strategy for bullying prevention in schools in your country? 

Austria Yes 

Belgium (Fl) No 

Bulgaria Yes 

Cyprus No 

Czech Republic Yes 

England No 

Estonia No 

Finland No official national strategy but bullying is in the National Core Curriculum and 
Government Programme and national rollout of KiVa programme 

France Yes (as Harcèlement) 

Greece Yes 

Hungary No 

Ireland Yes 

Italy Yes 

Latvia No 

Lithuania Yes 

Malta Yes 

The Netherlands No, but new laws on social safety 

Norway Yes, through national strategy of better-learning environment 

Poland Yes 

Portugal Yes, through health promoting education and violence prevention programmes 

Romania Yes (as violence) 

Scotland Yes 

Serbia No 

Slovakia No 

Spain Yes, (Master plan for co-existence and the improvement of safety at school and their 
environment) 

Sweden Yes, (Law stipulates that each school must have its own policy) 

Turkey Yes 

Source: Combined responses from three sources: Commission ET2020 School Policy Working Group of Senior Education Officials 
from National Ministries/ENSEC/NGOs surveys. 

 

TABLE 4. Existence of Integrated National Strategic Response to Bullying and Early School Leaving Prevention 

in European Countries 

Austria Yes 

Belgium (Fl) Yes 

Bulgaria Yes 

Cyprus No 

England No 

Estonia No, but in Lifelong Education Strategy and Estonian Government Action Programme 
2015-19 

Finland No  

France No, not directly but there is a focus on school climate 

Greece No 

Hungary No 

Ireland No, not explicitly, only indirectly through aspects of School Completion Programme 

Italy No 
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Latvia No 

Lithuania Somewhat in National Education Strategy 2013-22 

Malta No, not directly, although the National Strategy for Bullying is referred to in all other 
Education Ministry strategies 

The Netherlands No 

Norway N/A 

Poland Yes 

Portugal Somewhat indirectly 

Romania No 

Scotland No 

Serbia No 

Slovakia No 

Spain No 

Sweden No 

Turkey No 

Source: Combined responses from three sources: Commission ET2020 School Policy Working Group of Senior Education 
Officials from National Ministries/ENSEC/NGOs surveys. 

TABLE 5. Homophobic Bullying Directly Addressed in National Anti-Bullying Strategy 

Austria No 

Belgium (Fl) No, but some focus in anti-discrimination law 

Bulgaria No 

Cyprus No 

Czech Republic No 

England No, but in individual schools 

Estonia No 

Finland No  

France No, not directly but it is on the Ministerial agenda 

Greece No 

Hungary No 

Ireland Yes 

Italy No, but mentioned without specific actions 

Latvia No 

Lithuania No 

Malta Yes 

The Netherlands Yes, not in anti-bullying but is in the non-discrimination laws 

Norway No 

Poland No 

Portugal Yes, addressed in the Secure School Programme as ‘Acts against sexual freedom and self-
determination’ 

Romania No 

Scotland No 

Serbia No 

Slovakia No 

Spain Yes 

Sweden Yes, related to discrimination laws though not anti-bullying programme 

Turkey No 

Source: Combined responses from three sources: Commission ET2020 School Policy Working Group of Senior Education Officials 
from National Ministries/ENSEC/NGOs surveys. 
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Chapter 4. Health Promotion and Universal 
Prevention Approaches  

4.1. Whole School and Curricular Approaches 

A whole school approach to bullying assumes bullying is a systemic problem. It operates centrally within a 
social-ecological framework of treating the students, school and connections to parents as being part of an 
interconnected system of relations (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Espelage and Swearer, 2010). This systemic 
dimension interrogating school climate, institutional culture and relationships is an important broadening of 
perspective beyond simply treating bullying as a problem of individuals.  

A major focus of international research has been on evaluating the effectiveness of various whole school 
approaches to bullying prevention or broader health-promoting schools’ approaches targeting a number of 
areas, some related to bullying and violence in school. It is not the function of this report to identify one or 
two specific programmes as a ‘one size fits all’ approach for EU Member States. Instead the idea is to extract 
key structural and process features of successful models that can be a basis for progressive models in different 
European contexts. In recent years, there have been a number of international reviews of these intervention 
approaches to extract key dimensions of what works or has greatest effect. A pervasive feature of these whole 
school approaches has been its universal prevention and promotion focus on the whole school population, 
while examining, to some degree, distinct impacts on targeted students of higher need. Some of the debate 
has been about whole school approaches compared with solely curricular approaches.  

An influential meta-analysis, emphasising the importance of effect sizes and specifically focusing on bullying 
in schools, that applied the Campbell Collaboration Systematic Review procedures (Campbell Collaboration, 
2014), included a review of 44 rigorous programme evaluations and randomised clinical trials (Ttofi and 
Farrington, 2011). Ttofi and Farrington (2011) found that the programmes, on average, were associated with 
a 20 %–23 % decrease in bullying perpetration, and a 17 %–20 % decrease in victimisation (Ttofi and 
Farrington, 2011). This meta-analysis (Ttofi and Farrington, 2011) correlated programme strategies with the 
effect sizes for being bullied and bullying others and found that the most effective programme components 
for reducing the prevalence of being bullied were: videos, disciplinary methods, parent training/meetings and 
cooperative group work between professionals. The most effective programme components associated with 
a decrease in bullying others were: parent training/meetings, teacher training, improved playground 
supervision, disciplinary methods, cooperative group work between professionals, school assemblies, 
information for parents, classroom rules and classroom management, as well as a whole-school anti-bullying 
policy.  

In response to criticism by Smith et al. (2012) regarding understandings of firm disciplinary methods, Ttofi 
and Farrington (2012) clarify that this is a wider view than simply punitive methods. Smith et al. (2012) also 
highlight a notable finding in the KiVa project, that ‘confronting’ and ‘non-confronting’ approaches did not 
differ from each other in terms of their overall effectiveness in a study involving 40 schools in each condition 
(Garandeau et al., 2011). However, they emphasise that the effectiveness of the two approaches was 
moderated by grade level and by how long the bullying had been going on. Whereas the non-confronting 
approach worked relatively better among younger children, the confronting approach had its advantages with 
adolescents. For addressing short-term bullying, the confronting approach proved slightly more effective than 
the non-confronting approach, whereas addressing long-term bullying was more likely to be successful with 
the non-confronting strategy. 
 
Ttofi and Farrington (2011) found that programme duration and intensity for students and teachers was one 
of the main factors associated with a significant decrease in rates of bullying others and being bullied. Ttofi 
and Farrington’s (2011) meta-analysis of programme components and effect sizes observed that an emphasis 
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on classroom management techniques to identify and respond to bullying, as well as the use of classroom 
rules against bullying (often developed collaboratively with students), were both associated with a reduction 
in bullying. 

The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (OBPP) has been a pioneer of whole school approaches. Ttofi and 
Farrington’s (2011) review observes that many of the most effective programmes were inspired by Olweus. 
Two studies examining the impact of the OBPP, both conducted in Norway, yielded differing results. Although 
Olweus (1993; 1994) reported decreases in both bullying and victimisation, Roland (1993; 2000) reported 
increases in bullying (for boys) and victimisation (for boys and girls). Of the 8 other schoolwide interventions 
7 demonstrated at least some significant improvements in bullying or victimisation, although results varied 
across subsamples and measures. Some subsequent adaptations of the Olweus programme have reported 
less successful or mixed results in Germany (Hanewinkel, 2004) and Belgium (Stevens et al., 2000). The OBPP 
consists of Core programme measures at the school level including a questionnaire survey, a school 
conference day, improved supervision during break periods, class rules against bullying and regular class 
meetings with students, and at the individual level, serious talks with involved students and their parents. 
Highly desirable measures involve a coordinating group at the school level and class parent-teacher 
association at the class level (Olweus, 1999). The OBPP is found in thousands of U.S. school districts and 
supported by a number of State Departments of Education. However, the efficacy of this programme is 
questionable for the US context (Espelage, 2012); the OBPP is no longer on the US Substance and Mental 
Health Services Health Administration (SAMSHA) National Registry of Evidence-Based Programs (Espelage, 
2013). 

Another influential international meta-analysis points to a range of benefits from curricular approaches to 
social and emotional learning (SEL). SEL embraces a range of holistic approaches emphasising awareness of 
emotions, caring and concern for others, positive relationships, making responsible decisions, resolving 
conflict constructively and valuing the thoughts, feelings and voices of students (see also Weissberg et al., 
2015; Brackett et al., 2015). A study of more than 213 programmes found that if a school implements a quality 
SEL curriculum, they can expect better student behaviour and an 11-point increase in test scores (Durlak et 
al., 2011). The gains that schools see in achievement come from a variety of factors — students feel safer and 
more connected to school and academic learning, SEL programmes build work habits in addition to social 
skills, and children and teachers build strong relationships. The Durlak et al. (2011) review found most success 
for those SEL approaches that incorporated four key combined SAFE features: sequenced step-by-step 
training, active forms of learning, focus sufficient time on skill development and explicit learning goals. 
Another key finding, echoed also by another meta-analysis by Sklad et al. (2012), was that classroom teachers 
and other school staff effectively conducted SEL programmes so these can be incorporated into routine 
educational activities and do not require outside personnel. A limitation acknowledged in Durlak et al. (2011) 
is that nearly one third of the studies contained no information on student ethnicity or socioeconomic status. 
A total of 56 % of evaluated SEL programmes were delivered to primary school students, 31 % to middle 
school students. A further limitation is that most of the reviewed studies took place in a US context and may 
not directly transfer to European contexts. Nevertheless, Sklad et al.‘s (2012) meta-analysis which includes 
more European studies (11 out of 75 studies, i.e. 14.7 %) found no significant variation between the US 
studies and other parts of the world in effect size for social skills (though there was only one non-US study for 
anti-social behaviour).  

Durlak et al. (2011) highlight SEL benefits indirectly related to bullying and school violence, for outcomes on 
SEL skills; attitudes, positive social behaviour, conduct problems, emotional distress and academic 
performance. Questions still remain about change to bullying behaviour, as distinct from attitudes; attitudes 
regarding bullying are easier to change than actual behaviour for bullying. The Ttofi and Farrington (2011) 
meta-analysis revealed that curriculum materials about bullying were not among the significant programme 
elements for reduction in being bullied or bullying others, although videos to raise student awareness about 
bullying were significantly associated with a decrease in students being bullied. This raises issues not only of 
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how education materials can be more engaging for students, but also the role of students in co-constructing 
these materials in ways relevant to their lives, experiences and youth culture. 

Sklad et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis of recent, school-based, universal programmes concentrated on ones that 
promote development rather than prevent specific problems such as bullying. It resonates strongly with 
Durlak et al’s. (2011) analysis. Sklad et al. (2012) found that SEL programmes showed statistically significant 
effects on social skills, anti-social behaviour, substance abuse, positive self-image, academic achievement and 
prosocial behaviour. Programs had moderate immediate effects on positive self-image, pro-social behaviour, 
academic achievement and anti-social behaviour, improving each by nearly one half a standard deviation. 

Weare and Nind’s (2011) European Union Dataprev project analysed reviews on mental health promotion 
and problem prevention in schools, to extract key evidence-based principles, approaches and interventions 
relevant to European contexts. They identified over 500 review studies, 52 of which met the inclusion criteria. 
The scope of this review was much wider than simply anti-bullying programmes. Weare and Nind’s (2011) 
review of reviews generally endorses a focus on universal prevention approaches, though subject to 
important caveats. Universal approaches on their own were not as effective as those that added a robust 
targeted element. Interventions had a more dramatic effect on higher risk children. They propose a combined 
approach, noting that the exact balance between intervention and universal approach is ‘yet to be 
determined’ (p.64). 

Langford et al.’s (2014) Cochrane Review for the WHO on health promoting school interventions, including 
anti-bullying, found some evidence that health promoting school interventions may reduce bullying in 
schools, with reductions in reports of being bullied of 17 % (6 trials, 26 256 participants). It is notable however 
that they found no evidence of effect for reports of bullying others. They contrast this with Farrington and 
Ttofi’s (2009) review of 89 school-based anti-bullying interventions, including both randomised and non-
randomised study designs (four of which were also included in their review). The Farrington and Ttofi (2009) 
review found substantial reductions in bullying others (20 % to 23 %), while reporting an overall reduction in 
being bullied of similar magnitude (17 % to 20 %) to Langford et al., (2014). Part of their criteria for inclusion 
of studies in Langford et al.’s (2014) review was that they are based on the WHO Health Promoting Schools 
Framework that includes a focus on a) School curriculum, b) Ethos or environment of the school or both and 
c) Engagement with families or communities or both. Five pillars of the Schools for Health in Europe network 
approach to school health promotion are: whole school approach to health, participation, school quality, 
evidence, schools and communities (Buijs, 2009). 

BOX 1. KiVa Whole School Programme in Finland: Operating at both Universal and Indicated Prevention Levels 

KiVa is a whole school programme in Finland that includes several elements that Farrington and Ttofi (2009) found 
associated with reductions in bullying, victimisation, or both. These include disciplinary methods, improved 
playground supervision, teacher training, classroom rules, whole school anti-bullying policy, school conferences, 
information for parents, videos, and cooperative group work. It is quite intensive and long lasting (the programme is 
implemented over a full school year). Notably, the KiVa programme also includes procedures for handling acute 
bullying cases. Thus, both universal (targeted at all students) and indicated (targeted at students involved in bullying) 
actions are involved in the programme. Three teachers or other personnel form a KiVa team for each school, and 
teams of three schools in a same geographical area form a school network in a nationwide rollout of KiVa. 

KiVa has at least three features that, differentiate it from Olweus’ OBPP and other anti-bullying programmes 
(Kärnä et al. 2011a). First, KiVa includes a range of concrete and professionally prepared materials for 
students, teachers, and parents. Rather than offering ‘guiding principles’ or ‘philosophies’ to school 
personnel, it provides them with a whole pack of activities to be carried out with students. It offers specific 
components. Second, KiVa harnesses the Internet and virtual learning environments. Third, KiVa goes beyond 
‘emphasising the role of bystanders’, mentioned in the context of several intervention programmes, by 
providing ways to enhance empathy, self-efficacy, and efforts to support the victimised peers. After 1 year of 
intervention, the KiVa programme reduced victimisation and bullying, but the results for bullying were clear 
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and consistent only for students in Grades 5 and 6. Intervention school students were less victimised, they 
assisted and reinforced the bully less, and they had higher self-efficacy for defending and well-being at school. 
At Wave 3, there were reductions of 30 % in self-reported victimisation and 17 % in self-reported bullying, 
compared with control schools. 

Enabling conditions for the success of KiVa’s whole school approach, acknowledged by Salmivalli and 
Poskiparta (2012), include national government support against the backdrop of school shooting incidents in 
Finland widely associated with bullying problems. National government support facilitated school-level 
commitment and buy-in to the programme, as illustrated also by 3 members of the school staff being part of 
the coordinating team. Data on socioeconomic status or ethnic background of the students were not collected 
(Kärnä et al. 2011). A tension between top-down priorities and local-level ownership at school level may be 
greater in other cultural contexts. However, supportive empirical findings for KiVa have been observed in 
contexts of the Netherlands (Veenstra 2014) and Italy (KiVa website 2015). 

Whereas Durlak et al. (2011) highlight benefits for curricular based SEL, though not directly addressing change 
in bullying behaviour, this need not be in diametric opposition with the conclusions of reviews that point to 
the stronger efficacy for bullying prevention of whole school approaches. The question is not one in a 
European context of alternative strategies between curricular and whole school ones. Curricular approaches 
to SEL are already a pervasive feature of European school contexts (OECD, 2015) (see appendix 3). In some 
contrast to the Durlak et al. (2011) and Sklad et al. (2012) meta-analyses, earlier reviews of school-based 
bullying programmes conclude that single-level programmes are unlikely to be effective due to the systemic 
and complex nature of bullying (Smith et al., 2004; Vreeman and Carroll, 2007). Change to bullying behaviour 
is still an issue despite the more recent meta-analyses of SEL curricular approaches.  

The debate on whether a curricular or whole school approach is more important is futile, as the curricular 
dimension is included within a whole school systemic approach. The WHO treats both aspects as mutually 
embedded for a health promoting school (Buijs, 2009). Both give expression to universal prevention and 
health promotional levels. 

BOX 2. Concern with Homophobic Curricular Material in Lithuania 

A concern can also be raised regarding dimensions of curricular material in Lithuania and its potential indirect impact 
on bullying prevention with regard to homophobic bullying. Since 2007, the programme on preparing for a family and 
sexual education in Lithuania has been integrated in secondary school lessons. This programme is supplemented by 
guidelines which describe homosexuality as ‘insufficient manhood/femininity’ and relates it to sexual abuse in 
childhood (Ustilaitė et al., 2007). The relevant materials stress that ‘insufficiencies in gender identity result in 
homosexual tendencies’. They relate homosexuality to AIDS and early death, and stress that it can be repaired 
(Sinicienė, 2012; Ustilaitė et al., 2007). A supportive and inclusive climate at school is essential for good outcomes. 

Echoed subsequently regarding the importance of personal development at the Outcome of the Council 
Meeting 3388th Council meeting Education, Youth, Culture and Sport Brussels, 18 and 19 May 2015, The Paris 
Declaration (2015) agrees to strengthen actions in the field of education at national, regional and local level 
with a view to: ‘strengthening the key contribution which education makes to personal development, social 
inclusion and participation, by imparting the fundamental values and principles which constitute the 
foundation of our societies’. Social and emotional learning is a key aspect of personal development. Yet 
international research suggests that it is – by itself – not enough to change bullying behaviour. It needs to be 
complemented by a whole school approach and a range of other dimensions requiring further analysis. A 
concern may also be raised as to whether SEL is receiving sufficient priority and recognition within the EU Key 
Competences framework for Lifelong Learning. The EU Key Competences Framework includes social and civic 
competences, and cultural awareness and expression. However, SEL and its emotional awareness dimensions 
are not reducible to citizenship education or simply social competences or cultural expression. 

BOX 3. Whole School External Evaluations of Schools as a Key Aspect of an Implementation Focus: A Bullying Prevention 
Focus in Ireland 
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According to the response of the Ministry of Education Official in Ireland: As part of whole school external evaluations 
of schools, the Department’s Inspectorate considers arrangements in schools to provide a safe and nurturing 
environment. The school’s anti-bullying policy and its code of behaviour are examined and a number of items on parent 
and pupil questionnaires used as part of whole school evaluations provide further evidence concerning the 
effectiveness of the school’s actions to create a positive school culture and to prevent and tackle bullying. Work has also 
commenced on a collaborative research project in a sample of primary and post-primary schools on how schools 
provide for students’ well-being. It looks at the actions schools take to develop a positive school culture and climate and 
to prevent bullying. Parent and student questionnaires issued as part of whole school evaluations, include, since January 
2014, additional questions to get a clearer picture of how the school deals with bullying. If the Inspectorate encounters 
non-compliance with the requirement to have a policy in line with the new procedures, relevant findings are be included 
in published whole school evaluation inspection reports. 

4.2. Parental Engagement: Universal Prevention Level 

A review of research reveals strong grounds for interventions to include a parental dimension. Ttofi and 
Farrington’s (2011) meta-analysis found that parent training was one of the programme elements 
significantly associated with both a decrease in bullying and being bullied. A developmental focus on 
aggression recognises that coercive exchanges co-occur with harsh parental discipline and conflictual family 
dynamics, and all are associated with later bullying (Espelage et al., 2013). While French research on school 
violence traces its roots to the student lycée protests of November 1990 (Debarbieux and Montoya, 1998), 
Montoya‘s (2015, personal communication) summary of more recent French research (DEPP, Evrard, 2011; 
Debarbieux, 2011; Debarbieux, 2012; Debarbieux, 2012a; Debarbieux and Fotinos, 2010) highlights a real 
tension between students and their parents, with 20 % of a student sample stating they have been insulted 
by their parents, though only 0.1 % of these learners have been physically hit by their parents. Bolger and 
Patterson (2001) observed a significant association between parental maltreatment and pupil aggression in 
a US sample, and an association between peer rejection and parental maltreatment. A Netherlands study of 
2766 children from 32 elementary schools (Fekkes et al., 2005) found that adults often do not know that 
children are being bullied, though children are more likely to tell parents than teachers; when adults do 
intervene it is not necessarily effective. According to the children being bullied, in only about half of cases did 
parents (46 %) or teachers (49 %) successfully stop the bullying. 

Axford, Farrington et al.’s (2015) review of parental engagement and bullying suggests that there is good 
reason to involve parents in school-based bullying prevention. Given the parenting risk factors for bullying 
perpetration and victimisation, bullying prevention programmes could also usefully offer parenting education 
and support. They highlight a systematic review by Lereya et al. (2013) involving 70 studies which concluded 
that both victims and bully/victims are more likely to be exposed to negative parenting behaviour, including 
abuse and neglect and maladaptive parenting. Effects were small to moderate for victims but moderate for 
bully/victims. Axford, Farrington et al. (2015) observe two primary means of involving parents in school-based 
programmes to reduce bullying: (i) providing information to parents in various formats such as newsletters or 
booklets, and (ii) holding parent-teacher meetings (Farrington and Ttofi, 2009). They note that both strategies 
provide parents with information about the school’s methods for preventing and responding to bullying, and 
in some cases they also offer parents guidance on how to help their children deal with bullying. The question 
of whether the systemic scope of whole school approaches would be strengthened by adding a parental 
involvement dimension was directly addressed in an Australian study by Cross et al. (2012) (see Box 4). 

Langley et al.’s (2010) review of health programmes, more generally, observes that parent engagement in 
school-based services has been a consistent challenge in the implementation of school mental health 
programmes and the development of strategies for engaging parents in school-based mental health services; 
it recognises that this may be a key element in increasing access to quality mental health services for youth 
in schools. In Bulgaria, Georgieva and Baltakova (2012) analyse a survey of 435 parents, 182 teachers and 251 
students in 4 schools. Parents want to seek help, but are not informed about the institutions that deal with 
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the problem of aggressive behaviour. Georgieva and Baltakova (2012) conclude that parents need to have 
specific information on institutions: what institutions exist, the role and tasks of each institution – which are 
dealing with preventive action, as distinct from punitive, sanctioning bodies.  

BOX 4. Family Dimensions to Whole School Interventions: An Australian Example 

Cross et al.’s (2012) Australian study included whole school, classroom, family and individual targeted (both selected 
and indicated levels), across all grade levels from 1 (5–6-year olds) to 7 (12–13-year olds). The family-level activities 
worked in partnership with parents by building their awareness, attitudes and self-efficacy to role model and help 
their children to develop social competence and to prevent or respond to bullying. These activities also encouraged 
school and parent communication and parents’ engagement with the school to reduce student bullying. The high-
intensity intervention (whole school, capacity building support and active parent involvement) is somewhat more 
effective than the moderate intensity intervention which comprised whole school and capacity building support only, 
and substantially more effective than the low intensity intervention (the standard school programme with no capacity 
support). The effectiveness of the high intensity intervention was evident among both the Grade 4 cohort tracked to 
Grade 6, and the Grade 6 cohort followed to Grade 7.  

The results of this study suggest that positive changes in 9–12-year-old students’ experiences with bullying behaviour 
(including frequent perpetration and victimisation) can be achieved through implementation of a whole school 
program that includes capacity building and active parent involvement, and that whole school action to mitigate 
bullying needs to begin prior to Grade 6, and requires at least two years of implementation to achieve behaviour 
change. Cross et al. (2012) suggest more targeted parental engagement over and above that typically provided in a 
comprehensive whole school programme to reduce bullying. While their study focused on actively informing parents 
about bullying through and with their children, they acknowledge that limited training was provided for parents. 

While information may be needed for parents in some contexts, there is a need for a much wider strategy for 
parental engagement on this issue. It is notable that a feature of many approaches to parental involvement 
for bullying prevention are reliant on top-down, information-based approaches rather than on ones that 
actively include the parents in constructing meaning and policy. Axford, Farrington et al.’s (2015, in press) 
review touches on this issue: ‘Bullying prevention programs do appear to have a blind spot as regards parental 
involvement, however. Specifically, they tend not to include parenting education and support, even though 
negative parenting behaviour is associated with an increased risk of a child being a victim or bully/victim, and 
positive parenting behaviour is protective against victimisation’. The parent is largely a passive recipient 
consuming these approaches rather than being active agents in this process. 

This reliance on an informational model for parents is also the case with the PATH SEL curricular approach 
trialled in some English contexts, drawing on a US model (see Humphrey et al., 2015). Similarly, the CSI 
approach of social skills integrated in education contexts in a number of Lisbon schools, as well as preschools 
(Gaspar et al., 2015), does not yet actively involve parents in, for example, the design of the programme. In 
contrast, nurture groups in Maltese contexts offer active co-working with parents (Cefai and Cooper, 2011). 

Langford et al.’s (2014) Cochrane Review for the WHO on health promoting school interventions highlighted 
that ‘The majority of studies only attempted to engage with families (rather than the community), most 
commonly by sending out newsletters to parents. Other activities included: family homework assignments, 
parent information evenings or training workshops, family events, or inviting parents to become members of 
the school health committee’. Again this emphasis is overwhelmingly one where the parent is a passive 
recipient of information, with the exception of the example of the invitation for them to be members of the 
school health committee. This information-reliant paradigm requires critique (Downes, 2014, 2015). 

4.3. What is the right age for intervention? Process and Implementation 
Issues 

A recent debate in the international research literature has focused on age and developmental issues 
regarding the efficacy of anti-bullying interventions. Ttofi and Farrington’s (2011) influential meta-analysis of 
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bullying interventions explicitly designed to reduce bullying and that directly measure bullying went so far as 
to state: ‘Programs should be targeted on children aged 11 years or older rather than on younger children’ 
(p.46). Smith et al. (2012) directly challenge this, pointing to the particular successes in bullying reductions in 
Finland through the KiVa whole school programme, evaluated in all grade levels of basic education, which 
clearly indicate that the effects are stronger in primary (7–12-year-olds) than in secondary (13–15-year-olds) 
schools (Kärnä et al., 2011a, b, c). They highlight that this was found both during the randomised controlled 
trial and during broad rollout of the programme across Finnish schools. Moreover, Yeager et al.’s (2015) meta-
analysis of antibullying programmes challenges, on methodological grounds, the 2011 Ttofi and Farrington 
finding with regard to the benefits of interventions for older rather than younger students. Ttofi and 
Farrington’s (2012) response to the critique of Smith et al. (2012) draws back somewhat from their 2011 
review recommendation on this issue, as they point to ‘conflicting results’8. 

It is notable also that the majority of studies examined for Durlak at al.’s (2011) meta-analysis of SEL curricular 
approaches were from primary schools (56 %) that exhibited success across six outcomes, many of which are 
at least indirectly relevant to bullying. This provides strong support for SEL in primary school contexts, 
although recognising that they did not directly find change to bullying behaviour. The integration of a language 
learning, emotional literacy and behaviour focus by Aber et al. (2011) (in Section 5.1 of this report) also points 
to the importance of early intervention and a primary school focus for SEL. An Irish study has highlighted how 
preschool children as young as age 3 can gain familiarity and understanding of restorative practice principles 
in their everyday communications and resolutions of conflict (CDI Tallaght, 2013). Heckman’s (2012) well-
known international research has highlighted that interventions at a younger age maximise future impact on 
educational and social outcomes, more generally. Significant support for early intervention at a curricular level 
through SEL is also evident from the finding of Sklad et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis that programmes in primary 
schools had significantly larger reported effects than programmes in secondary schools on anti-social 
behaviour. Anti-social behaviour was defined as including aggressive behaviour, fighting in the past year, 
hurting someone on purpose, verbal aggression in the past month, active bullying, teachers reporting physical 
aggression, as well as disruptive, off-task behaviour.  

The debate regarding age-related interventions may be at least somewhat reconciled through a strong focus 
on social and emotional education with younger children to ensure early intervention for emotional 
awareness, empathy and communicative skills. This does not preclude a further layer of bullying-specific 
whole school and curricular interventions. With older students, the question also arises as to their particular 
resistance to didactic style approaches that would undermine their increased sense of autonomy. Yeager et 
al. (2015) raise a concern about the limitations of intervention strategies for older adolescents that rely on 
adult authority or that imply that they lack basic social or emotional skills. Secondary school students may 
resist being literally ‘programmed’ into particular modes of behaviour and thought. A shift in 
conceptualisation is needed to make these students subjects of policy rather than simply objects of policy 
and programmes. 

BOX 5. Pupil Participation in Preparation of the Curriculum and School Rules in Finland 

                                                            

8 Ttofi and Farrington (2012): ‘Our meta-analysis of between-program comparisons clearly shows that effect sizes are greater 
for older students, but in our weighted regression analyses, the age of the students was not related to effect size independently 
of other features such as the intensity of the program for students. The within-program comparisons suggest that effect sizes 
are greater for younger students, but this is based on only 8 evaluations (compared with 44 for the between program 
comparisons). We can only conclude that more research is needed on the effectiveness of bullying prevention programs with 
students of different ages’ (pp.458-459). 
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According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in Finland: The legislation on pupil associations and pupil 
welfare was amended in 2013. The work on peace in schools was encouraged and the well-being and the participation 
of pupils in decision-making were increased with these changes. Because the Finnish children and young people felt 
that their opportunities to make an impact in schools were low, it was decided, that all schools and educational 
institutions would have a pupil/student association, which would contribute to decisions affecting pupils/students. 
Each education provider should encourage the participation of all pupils/students by, among other things, organising 
opportunities to participate in preparing the curriculum and the school rules. 

In a US context, Yeager et al. (2015, in press) question state mandates regarding anti-bullying programmes for 
high schools – though not for middle schools. They recognise the need for new interventions to be developed 
and shown to be effective for older adolescents. A notable aspect of their conclusion is that it is not sufficient 
to ‘age up’ existing materials that are tested with younger children, e.g. by switching out the examples or the 
graphic art used in the activities. It is important, however, to recognise that the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child may be less influential in US school and research contexts, given that it is not ratified by the US, 
unlike all EU countries. This would invite consultation with young people in the design of materials for anti-
bullying, building on Art. 12, with increasing input from older students. Avoiding intervention for older 
students would be a legal abdication of responsibility. More generally, it is of concern that international 
research on bullying interventions noticeably tends not to locate such approaches against the backdrop of 
international legal standards, for example, regarding non-discrimination or the right to the highest attainable 
standard of physical and mental health. 

Yeager et al.’s (2015) concern with the unintended harmful effects of interventions gains some support from 
a large-scale Greek study. Psalti’s (2012) research involved a random sample of 2 026 primary school students 
and 1 843 secondary school students who attended randomly selected state schools from all over Greece. 
According to Psalti (2012), when doing anti-bullying work, there is always the risk of provoking more 
opposition and even more ‘macho’ attitudes among the students with the most pro-bullying attitudes (bullies 
and bully-victims). Gender and parents’ country of origin had a strong effect on status types. 

The Schools for Health in Europe (SHE) network, with 43 participating countries, actively supports a values-
based approach building on the core values of equity, sustainability, inclusion, empowerment and action 
competence, and democracy in schools (Buijs, 2009). Building on SHE, Simovska (2012) concludes that this 
‘special issue supports the argument that the question about the outcomes of the health promoting schools 
cannot, and should not be limited to narrowly defined health outcomes achieved through single health 
promotion interventions…health promotion in schools needs to be closely linked with the core task of the 
school – education, and to the values inherent in education, such as democracy, inclusion, participation and 
influence, critical literacy and action competence in relation to health’ (p.86). Simovska’s concerns for SHE 
are relevant for bullying prevention approaches – it is not simply a single issue intervention but part of a wider 
strategy for democracy, inclusion and participation of students in schools. It resonates with the UN rights of 
the child on children’s voices and right to be consulted on matters affecting their welfare.  

BOX 6. National School Anti-Bullying Strategy in Malta: A Focus on Equity, Social Justice and Diversity 

According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in Malta: The national anti-bullying strategy Addressing 
Bullying Behaviour in Schools 2014 forms part of ‘Respect for All Framework’, a policy frame-work meant to foster 
positive behaviour and healthy relationships at school. It focuses on supporting the educational achievement of all 
students including those coming from vulnerable groups. It highlights the conviction that ‘students develop their 
personal and social potential and acquire the appropriate knowledge, key skills, competences and attitudes through 
a value-oriented formation including equity, social justice, diversity, and inclusivity’. 

Day et al.’s (2015) European review for DG Justice and Consumers reveals that ‘In practice, however, there is 
an immense variation in the quality and extent of [children’s] participatory practices within educational 
settings’; ‘In many schools across Europe, however, children’s participation is focused principally on formal 
school structures and committees, and levels of participation in wider decisions relating to teaching and 
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learning, school policies (including for behaviour, bullying and exclusion) remain low across the EU’. They 
highlight the ‘need to go beyond ad hoc project-based opportunities and develop mechanisms for sustained 
participation’ (p.227), such as the input of youth into policy and practice design and implementation. 

Weare and Nind’s (2011) review of mental health promotion and problem prevention in schools found:  

the use of holistic, educative and empowering theories and interactive pedagogical methods was endorsed 
by many of the reviews which found that behavioural and information-based approaches and didactic 
methodologies were not nearly as effective…European theory tends to be holistic, emphasizing not just 
behaviour change and knowledge acquisition, but also changes in attitudes, beliefs and values, while 
European health education has long pioneered active classroom methodologies, involving experiential 
learning, classroom interaction, games, simulations and groupwork of various kinds. (p.65) 

Weare and Nind (2011) continue with a distinction that is perhaps too sharply drawn, though nevertheless 
highly relevant, in its contrast between two styles of approaches, ‘The European and Australian style and the 
type of whole-school approaches it generates tend to promote ‘bottom up’ principles such as empowerment, 
autonomy, democracy and local adaptability and ownership (WHO, 1997). All the agency-led whole-school 
programs named above have produced a wealth of well-planned materials, guidelines and advice, but are 
also deliberatively non-prescriptive and principles based’ (p.66). They suggest that this flexible and non-
prescriptive style is echoed in wider approaches to mental health across Europe and Australia, which 
emphasise the need for end-user involvement and the lay voice: ‘This approach contrasts with the US style 
of more top-down, manualised approaches, with scripts, prescriptive training and a strict requirement for 
programme fidelity. There are strong reasons to retain the democratic European and Australian approach for 
large-scale programs for mental health’ (p.66) as it leads to positive climates, empowered communities for 
sustainable well-rooted long lasting changes. 

In a US context, Nickerson et al. (2013) emphasise the need for local leadership and a common shared vision 
at school level, with participant involvement at each step (Nickerson et al., 2014), though Scherer and 
Nickerson (2010) conclude that active involvement of students in anti-bullying activities was the least 
frequently implemented anti-bullying component according to US National Association school psychologist 
respondents. The key issue for current purposes is less on contrasts between Europe and the US but rather 
on how to engage in this balancing process between top-down and bottom-up approaches to bullying 
prevention. This is less a contrast between a priori principles of process and empirical effectiveness in terms 
of outcomes, as school and student ownership of the bullying intervention process impacts directly upon 
effectiveness; good process principles affect sustainability and long-term change. These contrasting directions 
need to be reconciled rather than opposed.  

BOX 7. Social and Emotional Education Curriculum Implementation: Input from Student and Teacher Stakeholders, 
Including Ethnically or Culturally Diverse Students 

Durlak (2015) highlights issues for social and emotional education in schools that are also of direct relevance for wider 
bullying and violence prevention approaches: Sufficient staff training to execute a new programme correctly; just as 
quality implementation is the sine qua non of effective programmes, good professional development is a prerequisite 
for quality implementation; Soliciting input from stakeholders such as students and teachers. In order to engage 
ethnically or culturally diverse students it is seen as vital that their input into materials, activities and goals is included; 
To retain the active ingredients of a programme, while allowing for well-planned programme adaptation; Revisiting 
steps as some turnover of staff, including school principals must be assumed. 

 

BOX 8. Perceived Strengths (Age-Specific Approaches) and Weaknesses (School Motivation) in Lithuania 

According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in Lithuania: The strengths of the school bullying measures 
implemented by Lithuania is that programmes are designed for all ages, from kindergarten to upper secondary school. 
The proposed preventive programmes are international, they are recognised and accredited and are focused on the 
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school community. The weaknesses: we still do not have a high diversity of programmes offered, some schools are 
not motivated to implement such programmes. Sometimes we are dealing with the fact that some schools are not 
motivated to innovate, refusing implementation of the preventative programme on the ground that there is no 
problem. 

Resonant with principles of active learning, stakeholder representation and student voices, there is a need 
for student-led initiatives at post-primary level to develop resource materials, e.g., through arts-based 
projects, that are culturally and personally relevant to their age cohort. The KiVa programme emphasises the 
need for concrete materials to be used, including videos.  

A school coordinating committee can play an important role in the individual school planning and 
improvement processes. A school implementation committee (and quality label) and can ensure that 
problems regarding bullying are faced and addressed by principals (see also Fröjd et al. 2014) rather than 
covered over. 

BOX 9. Perception of School Bullying as a Threat to School Leader’s Position: A Norwegian Response 

According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in Norway: The [recent] evaluation shows that being 
defined as a school with a high bullying rate includes a risk of weakening the school leaders` position. The school leader 
might be defined as not capable of leading the school and without the competence to work with bullying. In the anti-
bullying work a strong leader who is able to make a change and to create solutions to the schools` challenges is 
important. The strategy might be seen as a threat to the leader`s position, at the same time as it is an important resource 
of new knowledge for local anti-bullying work. 

 

  



                                 How to Prevent and Tackle Bullying and School Violence 

 43 

Chapter 5. Strategic Clarity on Prevention Levels of 
Bullying: Selected Prevention as Moderate Risk 
Many prominent international reviews (e.g. Vreeman and Carroll 2007; Durlak et al., 2011, Weare and Nind, 
2011) construct the debate on prevention approaches in basically dichotomous terms regarding universal 
versus targeted interventions. Similarly, whole school intervention programmes such as KiVa in Finland 
distinguish two levels, universal and indicated (Salmivalli et al. 2011; Kärnä et al., 2011a; Kärnä et al., 2011b; 
Saarento et al., 2014), though Cross et al. (2012) go further than this. Moreover, even prominent critics of a 
therapeutic culture and an emotional well-being agenda in schools (Ecclestone and Hayes, 2009, 2009a) do 
not specify a more nuanced differentiation of levels than that of universal and targeted. This debate needs 
broadening to recognise further distinctions in prevention levels, for a three-tier model of universal, selected 
and indicated prevention.  

FIGURE 1. Differentiated Levels of Need for Prevention 

 

 

Source: Downes, 2014a, p.16. 

These three levels already well-recognised in drug prevention approaches at a European level (Burkhart, 
2004), as well as in parental involvement levels in education for early school leaving prevention across 10 
European city municipalities (Downes, 2014a) and in some school violence approaches in the US9. In a ‘A Call 
for More Effective Prevention of Violence In Response to the Shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School’ a 
Position Statement of the Interdisciplinary Group on Preventing School and Community Violence, endorsed 

                                                            

9 For mental health services generally, Suldo et al. (2010) discuss the supports needed to provide a continuum of tiered intervention 

services, including prevention and universal intervention (e.g. school-wide positive behavioural supports, school climate promotion), 
targeted interventions for students at risk (e.g. social skills and anger management groups, classroom management strategies), and 
intensive individualised interventions with community support (e.g. therapy, implementation of behaviour intervention plans) in 
schools. A US wide three-tier model for providing a continuum of supports for positive behavioural interventions and supports (PBIS) 
estimates that 10-15 % of students will not respond to universal school-wide interventions, but will benefit from increased structure 
and contingent feedback (Reinke et al., 2009). The PBIS model across a range of over 6 000 US schools, albeit focusing on disruptive 
behaviour rather than bullying, estimates that 5 % of students do not respond favourably to universal or selected interventions and 
thereby require intensive intervention support, i.e. indicated prevention (Reinke et al., 2009). It is important to acknowledge, however, 
that the percentages for each target group for selective and indicated prevention to be engaged with, can be expected to differ in a 
major way across different countries, whether in Europe or beyond.  
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by 183 organisations and more than 200 prevention scholars and practitioners, stated that research-based 
violence prevention and related comprehensive support programmes should be offered, following a three-
tier approach, operating at universal (school-wide), targeted (for students who are at risk), and intensive (for 
students who are at the highest levels of risk and need) levels. There is now ample recognition of these 
different levels, though the question arises as to the rigour of their application across different bullying 
research studies and interventions. 

Smith et al. (2012) appeal for a more differentiated approach to bullying research, ‘We think it is time for 
researchers to move beyond investigating whether program A works or not (i.e. main effects studies) to 
testing what works, for whom, and under what circumstances’. This invites a related question as to the clarity 
of focus of such current anti-bullying strategies on the level of prevention they are seeking to intervene with. 
It is notable that the Ttofi and Farrington (2011) review, while mentioning individual approaches and the need 
for multiprofessional working, does not make explicit this tripartite distinction in terms of prevention levels10. 

Selected prevention focuses on moderate risk. For school bullying, moderate risk can mean of being a bullying 
perpetrator again, a victim or a bully-victim. Moderate risk may also pertain to an individual who is currently 
a bullying perpetrator and is perceived as having moderate rather than extreme, entrenched resistance to 
changing this behaviour. While moderate risk applies to individuals, it also applies with particular relevance 
for selective prevention to groups. 

Though it may also operate at an individual level, a selected prevention focus tends to engage with groups; it 
is not the individual intensive work of indicated prevention. A selected prevention approach may involve 
individuals or an intensive intervention, but not both, as this becomes the level of indicated prevention. For 
current purposes, a selected prevention approach predominantly means a group-level intervention or a focus 
on groups at moderate risk of being bullied or being perpetrators of bullying. The focus of selected prevention 
on distinct groups is somewhat neglected in international research on bullying and violence in school. 

5.1. Selected Prevention Goals Met Through Universal Prevention 
Approaches: Curricular and Other Holistic Approaches 

There are a number of promising examples of universal prevention approaches at curricular level that, 
nevertheless, hold a selected prevention focus targeting the needs of particular groups, such as migrants, 
pupils with language difficulties from lower socioeconomic groups that may be at risk of early school leaving, 
and targeting homophobic bullying. Many different SEL approaches are taking place across Europe; these 
examples are illustrative. This is not to suggest that other highly promising SEL approaches are not taking 
place. It is noticeable that gender-related bullying tends to be treated through universal rather than targeted 
approaches, via the kinds of universal programmes already discussed. However, this still leaves the question 
whether more targeted programmes regarding gender and bullying need to be developed for schools and 
countries with high levels of gender-related bullying and violence. The selected prevention goals of universal 
programmes may need firmer focus on gender aspects. 

BOX 10. Universal Curricular Approach Including Target Population of Migrants: German Faustlos Violence Prevention in 
Primary School 

The German Faustlos Violence Prevention in Primary School programme (Bowi et al., 2008) adopted a universal 
curricular approach, while also encompassing a targeted population, namely, in schools with high populations of 

                                                            

10 The European Network Against Bullying in Learning and Leisure Environments (ENABLE), managed by European Schoolnet and co-

financed by the European Commission’s DG Justice, runs from October 2014 until September 2016. The project is based on the premise 
that all types of bullying can be tackled similarly, through a holistic approach based on the development of social and emotional skills 
(SEL or SEAL) within the school environment (Caroline Kearney, Schoolnet, 2015, personal communication). This European group thus 
supports a universal approach to bullying prevention. 
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migrant pupils. Faustlos is a violence-prevention programme for primary school and preschool children for the 
promotion of social and emotional competences. The curriculum focuses on the promotion of empathy, impulse 
control and anger management. The programme lasts three years and every year consists of several lessons on the 
three subjects. For example, in the first year there are seven lessons on empathy, eight lessons on impulse control and 
seven lessons on anger management. Before the programme starts, there is a one-day training session for the school 
staff. The programme was evaluated over a period of three years. The programme was carried out in 1st and 2nd grade 
classes (13 classes in total) in six primary schools in the middle of Germany. Altogether 308 children (aged 5 to 10 
years, mean age 7.58, 47.4 % female) took part. One further primary school acted as a control group, with 67 children 
(5 to 10 years, mean age 7.43, 44.8 % female) taking part here. Overall, 49 % of the children came from families with 
migration background. 

Aggressive behaviour and empathy were measured in standardised interviews. Positive but small effects were seen 
especially on aggressive behaviour for boys and children with high aggression scores and on promotion of empathy. 
However, in the control group, aggression and empathy also developed in the same directions (i.e. decrease of 
aggression and increase of empathy), though to a lesser extent. A second limitation is the small control group of only 
one school. Aggression cannot be simply equated with bullying. As the Faustlos programme only aims at physical 
bullying, it cannot be called a bullying-prevention programme as such. Nevertheless, it is notable that change occurred 
in aggressive behaviour and not simply regarding attitudes. 

 
BOX 11. Universal Curricular Approach Including Target Population of Children at Risk of Trauma and Lower Language Skills: 
New York 4Rs – Reading, Writing, Respect, and Resolution 

A notable universal prevention approach, including a curricular approach with selected prevention goals, is the New 
York 4Rs Program, Reading, Writing, Respect, and Resolution 2009-2011 (Aber et al., 2011). Though not focused 
directly on bullying, this intervention treats conflict and aggression as a problem of communication and emotional 
literacy. The 4Rs Programme is a universal, school-based intervention that integrates SEL into the language arts 
curriculum for kindergarten through Grade 5. The 4Rs uses high-quality children‘s literature as a springboard for 
helping students gain skills and understanding in several areas including handling anger, listening, cooperation, 
assertiveness, and negotiation. The 4Rs program has two primary components: (a) a comprehensive seven-unit, 21-
lesson literacy based curriculum in conflict resolution and social-emotional learning for Kindergarten to Grade 5 and 
(b) intensive professional development and training in 4Rs for teachers.  

The target population is universal though with a focus on children at risk of trauma, lower social competence and 
externalizing problems, and with lower language and literacy skills. Eighteen New York City public schools were paired 
according to key school-level demographic characteristics. One school from each pair was randomly assigned to 
receive schoolwide intervention in the 4Rs over 3 consecutive school years and the other school to a ‘business as usual 
control’ group. After 2 years of exposure to 4Rs, in addition to continued positive changes in children‘s self-reported 
hostile attributional biases and depression, positive changes were also found in children‘s reports of aggressive 
interpersonal negotiation strategies, and teacher reports of children‘s attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 
social competence, and aggressive behaviour. The 4Rs Program has led to modest positive impacts on both classrooms 
and children after 1 year that appear to cascade to more impacts in other domains of children‘s development after 2 
years. 

While this combination of mental health prevention/intervention and academic concerns is a highly 
promising one, with relevance also for bullying prevention, it is located exclusively in a New York, US context. 
While it seeks breadth at a curricular level and examines systemic change processes in the schools, it is 
somewhat narrow, viewed through a health promoting schools lens, as it does not adopt a particular 
emphasis on parental or community engagement. It is arguable that a stronger methodology would compare 
the intervention group with a group that received some form of unrelated programme to minimise risks that 
the mere fact of attention on the intervention group produced a placebo effect. Given that social skills, 
language and communication are often key issues in the bullying that affects children with SEND, this 
language and emotion-focused intervention also offers some promise for this group. The integration of SEL 
with a literacy and language focus may also be attractive in many European countries where SEL curricular 
time can become squeezed by an emphasis on literacy and numeracy influenced by PISA results (see Ó 
Breacháin and O’Toole 2013). 
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Whereas these examples of school-based SEL approaches focus on younger children, for contexts of social 
exclusion such as migrants and with lower language and literacy skills, as well as higher risk of externalising 
problems, the following SEL curricular approach focuses on older students and includes homophobic bullying. 
According to Espelage et al. (2015a), in a US context, SEL programmes that address interpersonal conflict and 
teach emotion management have succeeded in reducing youth aggression among primary school youth, with 
few studies in middle schools, i.e. aged 12-15. Results of a two-year cluster-randomised (36 schools) clinical 
trial of Second Step Middle School Program on reducing aggression and victimisation found that students in 
intervention schools were 56 % less likely to self-report homophobic name-calling victimisation than students 
in control schools in one state. Teachers implemented 28 lessons (6th and 7th grade) that focused on SEL skills 
(e.g. empathy, problem-solving).  

Espelage et al. (2014) conclude that this SEL programme holds promise as a successful one to reduce 
homophobic name-calling in adolescent youth. They note that the majority of these programmes are 
narrowly focused on bullying, whereas their SEL programme draws from the risk and protective framework 
literature and purposively teaches a wide range of skills to prevent conflicts, and skills to prevent escalation 
of conflicts (e.g. communication, problem-solving, emotion regulation). It appears to have reduced the 
likelihood of being a victim of homophobic name-calling, but only in Illinois schools. The lack of replication in 
Kansas could be due to factors that are difficult to quantify, such as the historical/political climate in the state 
(Espelage et al., 2014). This points to the need for addressing issues of prejudice at the macrosystemic level 
that may be impacting upon the school microsystem bullying context.  

Espelage et al. (2015) hypothesised that direct SEL instruction in self-awareness, social awareness, self-
management, problem solving, and relationship management would serve as a vehicle to reduce bullying, 
victimisation, and fighting over time for students with disabilities. Teachers implemented 41 lessons of a 6th 
to 8th grade curriculum that focused on SEL skills, including empathy, bully prevention, communication skills, 
and emotion regulation. All 6th grade students (N = 123) with a disability were included in these analyses, 
including intervention (n = 47) and control (n = 76) conditions. Results of a randomised clinical trial of Second 
Step: Student Success through Prevention Middle School, found significant reduction in bullying perpetration 
among students with disabilities over this 3-year study. However, the intervention group did not report lower 
levels of being bullied when compared with their peers in the control study sample. Limitations of the study 
include that the number of students with disabilities was relatively small and this is an exclusively US sample. 
Moreover, the district did not provide data indicating the extent to which the students with disabilities 
received the SEL curriculum in self-contained classrooms or were exposed to the curriculum with other 
students without disabilities. In other words, it is unclear if this is a universal or also a selected prevention 
approach. It is concluded that SEL offers promise in reducing bully perpetration among students with 
disabilities. However, victimisation appears to need a wider approach. 

Despite children with SEND facing higher rates of bullying and victimisation in school than the general 
population, little research on bullying prevention has focused on children with SEND either in isolation or as 
a sub-category in broader bullying prevention initiatives (Young et al., 2011)11. Widely used bullying 
prevention programmes do not explicitly discuss modifications to address the needs of children with SEN 

                                                            

11 The Irish National Disability Authority (2014) review recommends a focus on targeted needs for children with SEND 

for bullying prevention, with a key role for the class teacher. They seek to promote social and emotional competences, 
crucial for protecting children with SEND, to build empathy and active responsibility among the peer group for the 
wellbeing of children with SEND. Moreover, they argue to actively involve children with SEND in school review and 
development processes. This report seeks to raise teachers’ awareness of the bullying and victimisation of children with 
SEND, while also helping parents/guardians to support children with SEND to become advocates for their needs including 
regarding bullying prevention and intervention. 
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(Girard, 2012). They do not tend to adopt a selected prevention goal for children with SEN within a universal 
prevention intervention. 

5.2. Macrosystem Issues Affecting the School Microsystem in 
Discriminatory Bullying 

Whereas selected prevention goals have underpinned some universal prevention approaches to bullying, a 
more direct selected prevention focus on approaches for bullying and violence prevention in school has been 
given less emphasis in international research and practice. There have been several reasons for this. There is 
a concern not to stigmatise target groups at higher risk of victimisation and/or bullying. Empirical evidence 
pointing to the success of universal whole school approaches in at least some contexts (Ttofi and Farrington, 
2011) may invite less of a focus on the selected prevention level. Other reasons are due to a lack of conceptual 
integration across disciplines in this area. It is notable that international legal obligations and principles tend 
to operate in parallel to much international research on bullying in school, rather than being integrated into 
such anti-bullying programmes and research. Discrimination is one feature of this split between disciplines, 
where normative and empirical approaches may differ in focus. Moreover, a psychological emphasis treats 
bullying as needing an individual power imbalance. Rodkin et al. (2015) refer to the difficulty of 
operationalising an asymmetric power relationship underpinning bullying in school. A strong focus on the 
relational is needed as bullying is a problem of relation. Yet, an interpersonal relational focus may neglect 
sociocultural factors conditioning choice and decision-making (Downes, 2012).  

A psychological focus tends to examine the individual or the interpersonal, (whether the bullying perpetrator, 
victim, bystander or wider school or class climate of relations). There is a wider focus than this in at least some 
of the literature on ethnicity and prejudice that requires accommodation in a bullying prevention approach; 
this wider focus goes beyond the individual and interpersonal, to view people as caught in webs of discourse 
that condition their thoughts, feelings and behaviours. A wider set of sociocultural structural and 
macrosystemic forces can be difficult for a purely psychological framework to encompass.  

In addition to stigmatisation and boundaries between law, psychology and structural sociological dimensions, 
there are further conceptual difficulties with establishing a selected prevention approach. Admission of 
structural macrosystemic dimensions for bullying can blur a key criterion for defining bullying, namely, power 
imbalance between individuals. The very definition of bullying assumes a clarity and consensus regarding a 
power imbalance, yet this power imbalance may depend on one’s perspective and be far from self-evident at 
the level of bullying based on a person’s belonging to a specific group as a social category. 

There is a need to go further into macrosystemic levels impacting upon microsystem relationships in the 
school. Relationships also occur at the social identity level (Tajfel, 1978) where the individuals may be 
members of different social groups, such as those based on ethnicity and/or religion; these groups may have 
relative power differences in any given culture. Once a macrosystemic perspective is accommodated within 
an interpersonal relation, the question also arises as to whether a power imbalance is clearly visible, as these 
different ethnic/religious groups may have different understandings of the relative power relationships in a 
given society. In other words, Olweus’ definition of power imbalance presupposes an individualistic paradigm 
for bullying. This individualistic assumption may not always transfer to forms of ethnic and/or religious 
bullying, where mutual power relations may be contested, perspective-reliant and fluctuating with the result 
that the perpetrator and victim may not play defined roles – the issue is as much one of cultural conflict 
mediated through individual pathways to aggression and bullying. 

Selected prevention levels are not simply groups of individuals. They centrally involve groups with strongly 
defined social identity and categorisation, such as ethnic and sexual minorities. Even systemic approaches in 
psychology and ones that focus on social identity issues (examining the individual in relation to a group, Tajfel, 
1978) can struggle to engage with the targeted group issues of selected prevention. Without needing to go 
into a postmodern framework that examines a background web of relations in which people’s subjectivity is 
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held, a macrosystemic focus of Bronfenbrenner in psychology invites clear focus for distinct levels of strategic 
intervention for bullying prevention. Yet application in international research of Bronfenbrenner’s social-
ecological systems’ approach to bullying in school tends to give little emphasis to macrosystemic influences 
on the school microsystem, such as in discriminatory bullying. Langford et al.’s (2014) Cochrane Review for 
the WHO on health promoting school interventions, including anti-bullying, observed that ‘disappointingly 
few studies examined the impact of interventions by relevant equity criteria such as socioeconomic status, 
gender, and ethnicity’. A further concern they raised was how few studies directly addressed social, cultural 
or political context.  

Macrosystem influences need to be considered in relation to discriminatory bullying, such as homophobic 
bullying and bullying of immigrants and Roma. The wider macrosystemic level in an EU context reveals the 
following issues of hostility and prejudice towards LGBTI groups and to groups others identify as LGBTI; this 
serves as a backdrop to microsystemic homophobic bullying issues in European schools. In the EU LGBTI 
survey, results at a glance, for the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, in the EU-28, in total 
93 079 LGBTI persons completed the online survey. The respondents were persons who identify as LGBTI and 
are over 18-years-old. To the question on how widespread is offensive language against LGBTI persons in their 
respective Member State, on average 16 % of respondents said that it is very widespread. In Lithuania 58 % 
of the respondents answered ‘very widespread’, followed by Italy (51 %), Bulgaria (42 %), Poland (33 %), and 
Latvia (31 %). The least widespread numbers of offensive language were reported by LGBTI persons in 
Belgium, Denmark and Luxembourg (1 %). Though not confined to schools, regarding ‘assaults and 
harassment’ of LGBTI persons in their respective Member States, on average 8 % in the EU LGBTI survey stated 
that it is very widespread, with the highest numbers reported in Hungary (22 %), Bulgaria (22 %) and Romania 
(19 %), Lithuania (17 %), Italy (17 %), and lowest – in Finland, Denmark (2 %). A representative from the Polish 
Anti-Discrimination Association (ETA), Malgorzata Joncryk-Adamska states that discrimination in Polish 
schools based on different identity is seen as natural and therefore not taken seriously by either students or 
teachers (Gazeta Wyborane, 22 April 22 2015). This Polish newspaper Gazeta Wyborane article reports that 
a teacher’s response to homophobic bullying in school was ‘if you’re gay, it’s your fault’.  

Another area of macrosystem level discrimination that risks impact at the school microsystem level regarding 
bullying is with regard to the Roma minorities in Europe. The Roma population constitutes the largest minority 
in Europe, with close to 12 million citizens (Rostas and Kostka, 2014). The illegality of educational segregation 
of Roma children has been demonstrated in the European Court of Human Rights by judgments in DH and 
others v Czech Republic (2007), Sampanis v Greece (2008), Orsus v Croatia (2010), Sampani v Greece (2012) 
and Horvath and Kis v Hungary (2013) all of which rejected ethnic segregation in mainstream schools and the 
placing of Roma students in special schools for children with mental disabilities (Rostas and Kostka, 2014). As 
Curcic et al. (2014) highlight, facing public and political opposition, the Czech Ministry of Education stopped 
the elaboration of the National Plan for Inclusive Education during the 2010-2012 period. The Roma minority 
face the most negative perceptions and stereotypes from the majority population in Spain (Curcic et al., 
2014). New’s (2011-12) words in a Slovakian context are relevant for a much wider context, ‘official policy 
discourse continues in the spirit of formal…equality, whereby little has been done to address underlying 
negative beliefs about the Roma except to deny that they exist and to put the burden of proof back on the 
victim’.  

Bullying and violence in schools towards Roma, migrant and LGBTI groups are, from different departure 
points, direct displacements of macrosystemic symbolic violence and discrimination towards these groups. 
Such discriminatory bullying is a structural problem of society and not simply an interpersonal problem 
between individuals and groups in a classroom or school. 

A further aspect of concern with a selected prevention approach is a variant of the concern already raised for 
older students with regard to universal prevention approaches, namely, that there might be a 
counterproductive backlash against attempts to mould people’s attitudes, without a real mutual dialogue. 
This is a real concern. For example, an intervention reported by Hanewinkel (2004) was conducted among 
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children in 4th–13th grade in Germany. It was a ‘whole school’ approach of ‘restructuring the social 
environment by implementing clear rules against bullying behaviours’ (Hanewinkel, 2004), as well as direct 
classroom instruction in which teachers gave lessons about why bullying was bad and should be stopped. 
These authors found that among high school students, this whole school, rule-based approach increased 
reports of bullying. It is arguable that a reason why bullying prevention strategies for older students are 
generally ineffective is precisely because they lack a selected prevention approach, as they are 
undifferentiated and not tailored to different needs and contexts; there is a rejection by many youth of a one-
size-fits-all approach of universalism, combined with an objection to a top-down approach to the process of 
communication that is not a mutual dialogue where they are co-partners. 

Another reason why there is a neglect of the selected prevention level for bullying prevention is that this 
discourse is more familiar to health than to education – and more significantly, health and education sectors 
would need to come together in a much more integrated holistic, strategic fashion to address this selected 
prevention level. A holistic approach recognises emotional and physical needs and not simply academic, 
cognitive ones. It is abundantly evident that much of current strategic policy-making in education and health 
contexts in Europe does not involve a cross-departmental integrated focus (see Table 9, Annex 3).  

5.3. Community Outreach to Groups of Moderate Risk 

A distinct feature of a selected prevention focus is that of community outreach. Individual outreach, whether 
for children or their families, is more aptly located at an indicated prevention, chronic need level. This 
community outreach aspect of bullying prevention is underdeveloped in much international research on 
bullying and violence prevention. The UN Special Rapporteur on the right of everyone to the highest 
attainable standard of physical and mental health, Paul Hunt (2006) observes international good practice as 
‘properly trained community health workers [who]…know their communities’ health priorities…Inclusive, 
informed and active community participation is a vital element of the right to health’. Community outreach 
good practice also means that 'recruitment of health workers must include outreach programs to 
disadvantaged individuals, communities and populations' (Hunt and Backman, 2008). Community outreach 
also expresses a lifelong learning lens. 

Community outreach dimensions for bullying and violence prevention in schools combine an international 
right to health with a lifelong learning lens, both of which are quite neglected in international research on 
school bullying and violence. Without strong empirical studies, this area of direct selected prevention through 
community outreach is an emerging one from a bullying and violence prevention perspective. An interesting 
exploratory study in a community context involved 30 children, aged between 7 and 12 in Paris (Fonseca, 
2015). The intervention took place over 7 months in 3 social centres in Paris. These socio-educational centres 
were also attended by a large number of children from Muslim populations. The intervention focused on 
corporal activities, routine, space to talk, thinking, and group work. The activities were bodily focused, 
meaning that movement was always a big part of the proposed games. Some relaxing activities were also 
included. Though not conducted with a control group, this exploratory study found gains regarding 
behavioural problems, emotional symptoms and pro-social behaviour, as well as psychomotor skills. Though 
gains on these dimensions were found, the children did not all present as aggressive or related to bullying. 
There were children that showed some anxiety symptoms and that were not aggressive at all. It was a 
community intervention in the sense that it was developed in a social centre. Neither schools nor families 
were engaged (Fonseca, 2015). In a Canadian context, a community outreach programme to situate social 
and emotional learning in diverse community contexts such as girl guides etc. has been initiated (Hughes and 
Rahbari, 2015), though outcomes are not yet forthcoming. 
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BOX 12. Community Outreach Initiative for Bullying Prevention: Iorras Le Cheile 

In a small scale Irish study (Minton et al., 2013) in a rural community context, the Iorras Le Cheile Community 
Development Project developed a comprehensive strategic plan to help prevent bullying in the entire Erris community. 
The sample involved 95 primary school students and 207 post-primary students. As Minton et al. (2013) highlight, there 
was to be a genuine attempt to include the whole Erris community in all aspects of the initiative’s planning and 
implementation, via the work of a local Steering Committee (involving members from youth and community 
development groups, the Police, Gaelic Athletic Association and soccer clubs, teachers and Board of Management 
members from local primary and post-primary schools, psychotherapists and parents) and the ongoing work of the 
Community Development Project. Minton et al. (2013) found that, following the implementation of the programme, 
there were reductions in frequencies of reports of having been involved in all categories of bully/victim problems 
amongst primary school students. Amongst post-primary students, there were reductions in frequencies of reports in 
two categories of bully/victim problems. In such a community type intervention, it is difficult to isolate a control group 
from an intervention group. 

In the multicultural context of Antwerp municipality, Flanders, Belgium, Luc Claessens Coordinator of Safe 
Schools (personal communication, 2015), emphasises benefits of a cross-sectoral and multidisciplinary 
approach for defusing ethnic-based conflicts, including bullying: ‘…the fact that this does not turn into major 
conflicts between groups of youngsters has to do with the way schools are organised, the preventive work 
they do (sometimes…with city services) the work done by teachers, coaches, pupil guidance etc.; and with 
the rather well-organised reactive structures we work with’; there is a ‘Short line to support by more 
specialised players, projects to coach or give youngsters a time out, a clear protocol between schools, local 
police and justice dept. and a crisis support for schools by the city when they are confronted with a serious 
accident/incident. One example: some time ago we were confronted with a class of 11-12-year-olds that 
swept the playground of their school clean (make a line and push all the other kids off the playground) and 
legitimising this by saying that they were better Muslims than all the others. One or two parents were involved 
supporting their actions and watching the ‘reactions’ of the teachers from the other side of the fence. 
Together with an external partner our ‘school in the spotlight team’ worked on the bullying aspect working 
around the religious angle. Together with the school team, our central helpdesk to support pupil guidance we 
were able to bring everything back into proportion so the school could function again’. 

Research on prejudice highlights that building bridges between different ethnic or religious groups needs 
more than just opportunities for contact but also requires that this contact is structured around shared 
cooperative tasks (Amir, 1976). This insight needs development as part of a community outreach approach 
to bridge-building between different groups to lessen and mediate the impact of macrosystemic influences 
leading to conflict between groups. 

It is often overlooked in bullying research that community aspects to bullying and violence may occupy much 
of the lived experience of some children and youth, which then spills over into school contexts (Downes, 
2010). Fostering communal spaces of assumed connection for different social groups to meet and cooperate 
is an urban development issue, as well as a lifelong learning one. Opportunities for investment in shared 
communal spaces of connection include community lifelong learning centres (see Downes, 2011a), arts and 
sports facilities, libraries, green spaces, community afterschool centres, family resource centres, religious 
centres, gyms. The impact of investment in these shared spaces is somewhat difficult to measure with regard 
to school bullying and aggression. Nevertheless, such wider community spaces influencing attitudes and 
behaviour must not be ignored in a systemic strategic response – not least because youth culture is at least 
partly formed in these spaces and because children and young people spend a significant proportion of their 
time in these spaces forming their cultural habits of communication and behaviour. School-based approaches 
to bullying and violence prevention may lose credibility, especially as students get older, if they are not 
connected with students’ experiences in these community spaces. 
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BOX 13. Health Promotion and International Right to Health: Key Principles to Inform a Selected Prevention Strategy for 
Bullying and Violence Prevention for Groups of Moderate Risk 

 Building on health promoting principles and the international right to health, a range of key underlying principles can 
be developed to inform a selected prevention framework and strategy for bullying and violence prevention regarding 
groups of moderate risk in school. These include: 

 Making the target groups subjects not simply objects of policy through direct stakeholder representation and 
consultation in the design of interventions and supports 

 Cultural competence of professionals including teachers as a dimension of the right to health 
 Community outreach as a dimension of the right to health 
 Building community leaders among children and youth 
 A strategy to develop community based spaces of assumed connection and shared meaning for cooperative tasks 

between different social groups  
 Involving sports and arts as indirect ways to challenge tensions between groups through shared teamwork and 

common frames of reference. 

It would be an abdication of strategic policy-making to ignore the importance of this community level for 
bringing sustained and meaningful attitudinal and behavioural changes in intergroup relations. School 
bullying and violence may, especially at the level of selected prevention, be problems arising from wider 
society and this requires a societal, community and school focus.  

5.4. Teacher Roles for Groups of Moderate Risk 

Preference for universal approaches as non-stigmatising still need strategic clarity about the goals of these 
universal approaches with respect to selected populations. A firm distinction needs to be made between the 
means (a universal prevention approach) and goals which can require a strong focus on meeting the needs of 
groups at moderate risk, i.e. goals that are those of selected prevention. Such issues of universal systemic 
approaches, beyond curricular aspects, to meet selected prevention goals are of direct relevance for the role 
of the class teacher, especially regarding discriminatory bullying.  

The findings of Elamé’s (2013) European study regarding ‘the fundamental importance’ of teacher influence 
on discriminatory bullying is of particular interest. Those immigrant and Roma students who think the teacher 
exhibits similar behaviour towards ‘native’ and immigrant and Roma children in the class are those bullied 
least in the last 3 months. In contrast, ‘those who declare that their teacher favours native children over 
immigrant/Roma students are more vulnerable to suffer some form of bullying. Specifically, less than half 
(48 %) of the 123 [immigrant/Roma] children [across the 10 countries] who sense bias in the teachers’ 
attitudes towards native classmates declare to have never been subjected to violence’ (Elamé, 2013). Those 
immigrant or Roma children who sense an imbalance in the teacher’s attitudes to different ethnic groups in 
their class are also those who have been bullied with the highest frequency during the previous 3 months 
(Elamé, 2013). These findings, of imitation of teacher behaviour by students, resonate with Bandura et al.’s 
(1961) Bobo Doll study on imitative aggression.  

Elamé’s (2013) findings on the key influence of the teacher regarding parity of esteem among students, 
absence of which can foster a negative climate of bullying, gains support from a Greek study (Kapari and 
Stavrou, 2010) of 114 secondary school students (58 female, 56 male) drawn from three Greek public middle 
schools: two urban schools in Athens and one rural school on the island of Zakynthos. In schools with high 
levels of bullying, students consider their treatment by adults to be unequal, the rules to be unfair, and 
student participation in decision-making to be very limited. Kapari and Stavrou (2010) highlight that the 
relationship between fairness perceived by students and bullying or school violence is consistent with results 
of previous studies in other EU countries. For example, in France, Carra and Sicot (1996) found that in schools 
with a high level of school violence victimisation, there is a significantly higher number of students who 
consider their grades to be unfair, the application of the rules to be inconsistent, the sanctions imposed to be 
arbitrary and the treatment of students by teachers to be uneven. Kapari and Stavrou (2010) also refer to the 
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research of Gottfredson et al. (2005) which found that schools in which students report that the rules are fair 
experience less student victimisation. According to Kapari and Stavrou (2010), particular attention must be 
given to the significant strong correlation between bullying and authoritarian practices of enforcing discipline 
in the school. It seems that levels of bullying are higher in schools where teachers use authoritarian and 
inflexible practices to cope with student misbehaviour.  

Concern regarding a school climate of violence influenced by the role of some teachers also emerges from a 
Polish national survey of 3085 students, 900 teachers and 554 parents, across 150 schools (CBOS, 2006, see 
also Downes 2013, Cefai and Cooper, 2010 in Malta, Downes and Maunsell, 2007 in Ireland for qualitative 
research illustrating similar concerns). Experience of school violence from teachers towards students was 
reported directly as being hit or knocked over by 6 % of students with 13 % reporting having observed this 
occur to others. Teachers’ use of offensive language towards students was reported by 16 % as having been 
experienced directly individually and 28 % as observed towards other students. The WHO (2012) report, 
based on an international survey of students, goes so far as to address the need for teachers to not publicly 
humiliate students who perform poorly.  

Durlak et al.’s (2011) meta-analysis of universal curricular approaches to SEL found that teachers were as, or 
more effective in successful outcomes for students than external people. This highlights that 
multiprofessional teams are generally less relevant to the area of curricular issues within a universal 
prevention framework and are better employed in a more targeted way. However, this review did not focus 
particularly on discriminatory bullying and the question remains open as to whether teachers or external 
groups may be more effective in tackling discriminatory bullying. The ‘cultural competence’ (Moule, 2012) of 
teachers cannot be assumed and must be prepared for at a systemic level. The use of mediators, who are 
from the Roma community, in schools in Sofija municipality are an example of a commitment to 
representation and inclusion of the Roma minority (Downes, 2015). The recent report for the EU Commission 
on early childhood education and care (2014) similarly gives a strong emphasis to ‘representativeness’ in 
education systems which ‘requires that the diversity of its cohorts of pupils is mirrored by the diversity of its 
staff and policymakers’.  

BOX 14. Concern with Teacher Self-Efficacy about Intervening for Homophobic Bullying 

Teacher self-efficacy about intervening for homophobic bullying was raised in an Irish national survey of 365 Social, 
Personal and Health Education Coordinators/teachers in post-primary schools (Norman, 2004). Of those teachers who 
were aware of physical homophobic bullying, 41 % stated they found it more difficult to deal with this type of bullying 
in their school than other types of bullying. Norman (2004) summarises this finding, ‘Teachers reported that their desire 
to help in this situation was hindered by a desire to be sensitive to the victim and a fear of a possible negative reaction 
from parents, other staff and pupils if they are seen to protect the pupil who is perceived to be lesbian or gay’. This 
highlights the need for professional development and pre-service preparation for teachers to engage with this issue. 

5.5. Peer Support Roles: Selected Prevention Issues 

Debate in the international literature on the role of peer supports for bullying prevention has tended to focus 
on the empirical efficacy or otherwise of such interventions. However, this needs to be more strongly 
combined with a legal focus that includes the maxim, primum non nocere, first do no harm. The negative 
unintended effects of interventions have tended to be neglected in international research on health 
promotion more generally (Langford et al. 2014).  

The role of peer supports at universal prevention levels has tended to focus on fellow classmates as 
bystanders. Bystanders may occupy a range of participant roles. They can act as (1) assistants, who join the 
bully and begin to bully; (2) reinforcers, who provide support to bullies; (3) outsiders, who remain passive 
bystanders or leave the situation; and (4) defenders, who help the victim (Salmivalli, 1999). In Salmivalli and 
Poskiparta’s (2012) words, ‘The indicated actions involve discussions with victims and bullies, as well as with 
selected prosocial classmates, who are challenged to support the victimized classmate’ (p.295). 
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Ttofi and Farrington (2012) offer a strong critique of such peer-support approaches that questions both their 
efficacy and harmful side effects. Ttofi and Farrington (2012) observe that evaluations indicate the ‘not 
encouraging’ conclusions: although peer support schemes appear effective based on attitudinal surveys, 
these schemes are not related to actual levels of bullying or victimisation and are quite often related to an 
increase in bullying and victimisation. Their analysis was of programmes involving ‘work with peers’, if it 
included peer mediation, peer mentoring, or engagement of bystanders in bullying situations. Programmes 
were not included as work with peers if they only had role playing exercises and ‘quality circles’ for bullying 
awareness, but no formal engagement of peers in tackling bullying. 

Ttofi and Farrington (2012) expand on the potential harm to defenders, although further implications of this 
require analysis. They highlight an evaluation comparing two UK secondary schools with a peer-support 
system and two without (Cowie et al., 2008), where very little difference was found between student 
perceptions of safety in schools with or without the peer-support system in place. Moreover, older students 
in schools without peer support responded that they felt safer in toilets and lessons than students in schools 
with a peer-support system. Referring to Canadian research (Hawkins et al., 2001), Ttofi and Farrington (2012) 
raise further concerns with peer defenders intervening in aggressive ways, ‘peer interventions may reinforce 
the aggressive behaviour of school bullies and promote a cycle of violence’ (p.456). 

Forsberg et al.’s (2014) Swedish qualitative research involved 43 semi-structured individual interviews aged 
10-13 years across 5 schools. It observed that social hierarchies exist among the students, which are kept in 
mind when observing bullying and guide their actions by evoking and mutually interacting with self-protecting 
considerations (e.g. the fear of retaliation, social disapproval, social blunders, getting bullied, losing friends or 
losing social status). Whereas bystanders with self-protection concerns avoid intervening when the bullies are 
older than they are, they see themselves as more capable of intervening if they are older than the bullies. 
These themes of social hierarchy and fear require further reflection, given also that issues of self-protection 
(Bellmore et al., 2012), including fear of consequences of intervening (Rigby and Johnson, 2005; Thornberg 
2007; Thornberg, 2010; Thornberg et al., 2012) have been identified by students regarding why they did not 
defend a victim of bullying. In Psalti’s (2012) research sample of 3869 of the Greek student population from 
primary and secondary schools, for the not-involved students between primary and secondary schools there 
was a decrease (by half) in the actual provision of help and an increase in their wish to help, as well in their 
doing nothing and just watching the incident. The shadow of inactivity on the part of peers is highlighted as 
not being through lack of will, but other factors warranting further investigation.  

A student’s intuition about the risks of getting involved may not need to be challenged but rather listened to. 
Their fear of getting involved may be a rational fear, a reading of circumstances where intervening would 
place them also at heightened risk of being bullied, with potentially long-term damaging consequences that 
are now well-documented in the international research literature. The position of Salmivalli and Poskiparta 
(2012) that such peers need to be ‘challenged’ to intervene requires much further consideration and caution. 

The range of serious associations with being bullied, recognised in a range of cross-cultural contexts and with 
potentially long-term effects, illustrate that this is a child welfare and child protection issue (Farrelly, 2007; 8th 
European Forum on the Rights of the Child, 2013). Against this backdrop, it raises questions for approaches 
that rely centrally on peer supports, including to challenge the passive bystander effect. Approaches that 
encourage student peers to intervene to defend the child or young person being bullied, or to offer supports 
to such a student are usually interrogated in terms of the efficacy or otherwise of these approaches. Salmivalli 
and her colleagues, in the KiVa national anti-bullying intervention in Finland, point to sizeable reductions in 
bullying (behaviour and not only attitudes) through a range of school-system approaches that also centrally 
involve a peer-support component with challenges to passive bystanders for them to intervene. From a child 
welfare and protection perspective, it is however problematic that a system response centrally relies on other 
children and young people’s responses and involvement. Defenders who intervene may or may not be putting 
themselves at risk of being bullied, depending on the motivations and power of the child/children who are 
perpetrators of the bullying. A system response to emotional supports risks being negligent, if it relies 
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centrally on children and young people to provide these supports for situations with such serious long-term 
consequences.  

From a national policy perspective, it may also be problematic legally to place a burden of support on peers 
to deal with potentially highly complex emotional issues and to encourage interventions to defend the victim 
against the perpetrator; interventions to defend may also be placing the child or young person at risk of 
themselves being bullied. At least it is a reasonably foreseeable consequence that this could occur and this 
potentially breaches a duty of care on the State to all its students not to encourage them into situations that 
may be of harm for them. It resonates also with the medical injunction, primum non nocere, first do no harm.  

Issues of complexity may not only have to do with the emotional needs and past background of those 
engaged in bullying, bully-victims or victims; the issue of cultural complexity due to social group identity again 
leads to some caution about placing students in a role as defenders amidst potentially complex, fraught 
situations between different ethnic or religious groups, where the problem is not simply between individuals 
but groups expressing wider macrosystemic tensions. Luc Claessens, Coordinator of Safe Schools, Antwerp 
municipality, Belgium (personal communication, 2015) observes that while they are ‘not confronted with a 
structural problem on ethnic or racial violence or bullying over these subjects in schools in Antwerp’, there is 
still the potential for individual-level problems to develop into wider ethnic, cultural ones: ‘This does not mean 
that isolated cases of violence do not occur but the general feeling is that the trigger is far more often a 
personal issue (girl or boyfriend, money that has to be paid between the youngsters) than an ethic, religious 
or racial one. Of course once an aggressive act towards a member of a group occurs this often triggers 
solidarity’ (our italics). Though with highly successful results in a Finnish context of the KiVa whole school 
programme, the Finnish example takes place in a highly homogenous ethnic and religious cultural context. 
This again raises questions about its transferability to interventions in schools with students from disparate 
ethnic and religious backgrounds, including where discriminatory bullying may be taking place. The 
individualist assumption underpinning such bullying problems needs to be challenged not simply by recourse 
to a group context of fellow classmates in school but also wider macrosystemic factors which point to the 
bullying as not simply being a conflict between individuals in a group, but as expressing wider cultural 
conflicts. 

Selected prevention levels are not simply groups of individuals. They centrally involve groups with strongly 
defined social identity and categorisation, such as ethnic and sexual minorities. The bullying process may be 
part of a wider conflict between groups based on their social identities and may not simply be a personal 
individual interpersonal dynamic; broadening focus to peer bystanders is only one step within a wider lens to 
interrogate group relations. Salmivalli et al. have broadened the focus from children as individuals to children 
in a group and designed a strategy of peer defenders for children in a group. However, children of a group are 
not equivalent to children in a group. A peer-defenders strategy designed for children in a group may struggle 
to encompass conflict between children of different groups (ethnic, religious etc.). 

The KiVa approach assumes that the perpetrator’s motivation is fundamentally to be interpreted in the 
behaviourist and social learning theory terms of Bandura (1989), so that the reward patterns for bullying 
become changed through the social context of the peers’ reactions: ‘Bystanders maintain the bullying 
behaviour in part by assisting and reinforcing the bully, because such behaviours provide the bullies the 
position of power they seek after. On the other hand, if bystanders defend the victim, this turns bullying into 
an unsuccessful strategy for attaining and demonstrating high status. These views imply that a positive change 
in the bystanders’ behaviours will reduce the rewards gained by bullies and consequently their motivation to 
bully in the first place’ (p.797) (Kärnä et al., 2011b). Building on the social-cognitive theory of Bandura (1989) 
(Kärnä et al., 2011a), according to Kärnä et al. (2011b), the KiVa programme locates its theoretical background 
in the social status of aggressive children in general. It is assumed that bullies demonstrate their high status 
by harassing their low-status victims and that bullying is actually a strategy for gaining a powerful position in 
the peer group. In the KiVa programme, bullying is viewed as a group phenomenon.  
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Yet a diversity of motivations for bullying and aggression needs further recognition here. Even within social 
learning theory, the bullying may be imitative, for example as an entrenched pattern from home or the local 
community, thereby going beyond aggression as simple reinforcement (see Bandura et al.’s 1961 well-known 
Bobo doll study). Again, even internal to a framework of social status theory, the motivational path is open to 
the bullying perpetrator to seek to sustain a high status through challenging threats to his/her authority such 
as that offered by a peer defender – this challenge obviously could include attempts to bully also the peer 
defender. Beyond the frameworks offered by Kärnä et al. (2011 a, b), issues of bullying and aggression linked 
with attachment issues arising from early childhood (Golding et al., 2013), sadistic aggression (Fromm, 1977) 
and emotional trauma may be more enduring; they may not be responsive to peer negative reinforcement 
and may even be hostile to peer defenders. A social reinforcement framework assumes a level of extraversion 
(i.e. adjustment to the external social world, Downes, 2003) and empathy that may not be a feature of at 
least some perpetrators of bullying. 

While the KiVa explanatory framework is an important one, it is not an exhaustive explanation of the 
motivations of perpetrators of bullying and violence. Exceptions to this framework need to be envisaged in a 
strategic approach. There is a potential conflict of levels, where a chronic need, indicated prevention level of 
need in a bullying perpetrator is assumed to be moderate and malleable, i.e. occurring at a selected 
prevention level of need. The peer defender model assumes a selected prevention level of moderate 
resistance from the bullying perpetrator to the peer defender intervention. This may not be assumed to be 
the case. 

Ttofi and Farrington’s (2012) conclusion arguably does not go far enough, at least from a legal perspective 
regarding promotion of peer defenders: 

Various authors have acknowledged the significant challenges in implementing peer support schemes. 
Challenges include hostile reactions towards the peer supporters by other students and school staff (Cowie, 
1998) as well as poor communication and lack of commitment of the part of staff and students (Cowie et al., 
2004). This is not to suggest that these schemes should be abolished. Potentially, peer support schemes may 
be useful as long as they are carefully implemented as in the KiVa program for example (Karna et al., 2011). 
(p.455) 

Even empirical gain in the aggregate does not justify a strategy inviting risk of danger to the individual student 
in intervening as a defender. Schools have a duty of care to each student as an individual. A utilitarian focus 
on the greatest good for the greatest number is to be rejected, as it does not encompass disproportionate 
impact upon the individual. 

Smith et al. (2012) respond to Ttofi and Farrington’s (2011, 2012) critique by seeking to widen the goals of 
peer support approaches: 

Although there are certainly limitations to the use of peer support schemes in tackling bullying, it is important 
to remember that they are not designed to prevent bullying but to support victims after the bullying has taken 
place (Cowie and Smith, 2010). A blanket judgment that ‘work with peers should not be used’ could lead to 
the abandonment of many useful schemes, in particular those which are integrated into a whole school policy. 
(p.436) 

This increased clarity about the goals of peer interventions, especially regarding an injunction to defend is 
needed and to be welcomed. However, again a role for other children as support to victims in situations of 
bullying that are child welfare and child protection issues must not be an abdication of responsibility or 
displacement of responsibility onto children to cope with difficult, complex and emotionally fraught issues. It 
is unclear also if this statement means that peer defenders are not meant to prevent but only to support, if 
so, this appears to make the role of peer defender something of a misnomer. A different name to reflect a 
different goal may be needed; such a peer becomes not a ‘defender’ but more a peer facilitator for a conflict 
resolution goal. 
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This is not an argument against all aspects of peer-support approaches. For example, Salmivalli (1999) makes 
an important distinction between the role of peers in refusing to reinforce a bullying process and in 
encouraging them to actively defend someone. Refusing to support a bullying process is a key role for peer 
support that differs from the possible unknown risks of actively defending someone. This is not to undermine 
the other key aspects of Salmivalli’s (1999) emphasis on peer responses to bullying. Moreover, the concerns 
raised here are not to suggest that students are never to enter into a role as defender of peers. The question 
is rather regarding the role of the school or health professionals in actively encouraging or challenging 
students to do so, which may be a breach of a duty of care to the individual student, not to expose them to 
potential risks of him/her becoming bullied through intervening as a peer defender on an issue that is a child 
welfare and child protection one.  

It might be argued that once parental consent and student consent is given to engaging in a structured role 
of peer defender that this would be adequate. However, the issue is also one of informed consent with 
knowledge of the risks, and currently even such informed consent would be problematic, based on a limited 
understanding available on the complexity of this issue in international research.  

BOX 15. Summary of Concerns with a Peer Defenders Approach in the Finnish KiVa Model 

 A number of issues have been highlighted that are clearly problematic for the transferability of the dimension of peer 
defenders from Finland’s KiVa approach to other European contexts. These distinct, though somewhat interrelated, 
issues include: 

 Empirical evidence of increased bullying for peer interventions in some contexts, evidence of student fear of the 
consequences of intervening and of the ineffectiveness of this approach in at least some international contexts. 

 Recognition of bullying as a child welfare and child protection issue renders it problematic that responsibility may 
be displaced onto other children to provide support and active defending. 

 Schools have a duty of care to the individual and not simply to the aggregate of children, so that even gains in the 
aggregate do not justify disproportionate risk to an individual ‘defender’ from a perpetrator entrenched in bullying 
behaviour and likely to target defenders that challenge him/her. The principle of primum non nocere, neglected in 
much health promoting schools research, must not be violated here. 

 There may be a conflict between a strategy suitable for moderate risk, i.e. selected prevention, being applied for 
children to defend others against perpetrators of high chronic need and risk, i.e. indicated prevention levels. 

 Acknowledging the motivation of perpetrators to be based on gains in social status and via social-cognitive 
behavioural approaches are important perspectives but the motivation of bullying perpetrators is not homogenous. 
Exceptions to this motivational paradigm would need to be directly addressed in a strategic approach reliant on 
peer defenders that operates within this social status paradigm to go beyond this paradigm. Furthermore, even 
with the logic of these social-cognitive behavioural and social status paradigms, it is far from obvious that the 
bullying perpetrator would not be motivated to engage in bullying of the peer defender(s). 

 Selected prevention levels are not simply groups of individuals. They centrally involve groups with strongly defined 
social identity and categorisation, such as ethnic and sexual minorities. The bullying process may be part of a wider 
conflict between groups based on their social identities. Exposing a peer defender to these wider group conflicts, 
expressed through bullying, is a concern. 

 Discriminatory bullying, influenced by macrosystemic factors, may be unreceptive to a peer defender interpersonal 
group relations lens. 

 Peer defenders in KiVa have been predominantly evaluated in a largely monoethnic society in Finland. 

 The documented fear of some children to be placed in the ‘firing line’ of the bully through being challenged or 
encouraged to adopt a defender’s approach needs to be acknowledged as a rational response to perception of 
threat rather than a moral failure to engage. 
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Chapter 6. Indicated Prevention: Chronic Need 
The indicated prevention level of chronic need requires much more intensive individualised work with the 
child and their family. The indicated prevention level, involving multidisciplinary teams, has been the focus of 
some international research. For example, in Ttofi and Farrington’s (2011) meta-analysis, cooperative group 
work among multidisciplinary professionals, including mental health providers, was a programme component 
associated with a decrease in being bullied and bullying others in working with students involved in bullying.  

There is significant work to be done in a European context to develop a focused and comprehensive bullying 
and violence prevention strategy for children and young people in schools that targets those at the chronic 
need, indicated prevention level. Some countries have developed multidisciplinary teams in and around 
schools, especially for students of highest need (Downes, 2011; Edwards and Downes, 2013; TWG, 2013) and 
are recommended to do so in the Commission’s School Thematic Working Group report (2013). However, 
even when these are established, it is far from evident that a coherent national or local strategic framework 
exists for such teams to engage with bullying and violence at chronic needs levels. 

Bullying needs to be viewed as a problem of communication and emotional literacy. Recognising this, the 
importance of language support dimensions comes to the fore, especially for prevention of bullying in 
contexts of social exclusion. The need for speech and language therapists to be linked with schools, as part of 
multidisciplinary teams to engage in targeted intervention for language development, emerges from 
international research regarding language impairment as a risk factor for engagement in disruptive behaviour. 
Eigsti and Cicchetti (2004) found that preschool aged children who had experienced maltreatment prior to 
age 2 exhibited language delays in vocabulary and language complexity. The mothers of these maltreated 
children directed fewer utterances to their children and produced a smaller number of overall utterances 
compared to mothers of non-maltreated children, with a significant association between maternal utterances 
and child language variables. Rates of language impairment reach 24 % to 65 % in samples of children 
identified as exhibiting disruptive behaviours (Benasich et al., 1993), and 59 % to 80 % of preschool- and 
school-age children identified as exhibiting disruptive behaviours also exhibit language delays (Beitchman et 
al., 1996; Brinton and Fujiki, 1993; Stevenson et al., 1985). A study of children with communication disorders 
found that children with language impairments, who were more widely accepted, seemed to be protected 
from the risk of being bullied (Savage, 2005). 

The particular lack of speech and language therapists (SLTs) in European schools as part of multidisciplinary 
teams, highlighted in the Eurydice report (2014) on early school leaving, is of real concern here for students 
at the chronic need, indicated prevention level, where maternal language difficulties may be affecting their 
violent behaviour (see Annex 3, Table 10). It must be emphasised that the role of speech and language 
therapists in working with children‘s communication is not confined to speech disorders but can also focus 
on language development processes, to assist not only children but also teachers and parents in fostering 
language development processes with the children. Moreover, the level of maternal language difficulty does 
not have to be at a clinical level of difficulty for it to centrally contribute to a range of school-related problems, 
potentially including aggression and bullying, as well as hindering social relationships and sense of belonging 
to school. 
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6.1. Need for Outreach Dimension for Family Support  

Farrington and Ttofi’s (2009) systematic review identified two main ways of involving parents in bullying 
prevention: information for parents such as in newsletters or booklets, and parent-teacher meetings. These 
are again universal approaches to prevention. The limitations of information-based approaches have already 
been highlighted from a health promoting schools perspective and need recognition also for engagement 
with parents. Axford, Farrington et al.’s (2015, in press) international review of parental involvement in 
bullying prevention concludes:  

The implications for practice are that: there is good reason to involve parents in bullying prevention; 
consideration should be given to programs including a parenting support and education component; and this 
element should be amplified in cases of chronic involvement in bullying. Future studies need to explore what 
works best in terms of engaging parents in such interventions, especially those who might be deemed ‘hard-
to-reach’.  

In other words, they seek an acceleration of focus on the chronic need, indicated prevention level with regard 
to parental involvement.  

For the international right to the highest attainable standard of health, Hunt and Backman (2008) refer to the 
key role of 'outreach programs for disadvantaged individuals and communities' and observe that 'a State has 
a core obligation to establish effective outreach programs for those living in poverty'. The Eurydice (2014) 
report on early school leaving examined some features of multiprofessional working linked with schools. 
However, the issue of outreach to marginalised families’ needs to be highlighted more. Individual outreach 
to families with chronic needs is a distinct strategic dimension as part of an indicated prevention approach to 
bullying and violence.  

The lack of coordination of services for migrants at municipality level has been recently highlighted across 9 
European cities, with the recommendation that there should be an identifiable lead person in a lead agency 
to guide a family in its interactions with a range of services (Downes, 2015). This would be a key feature of an 
outreach approach. A bullying in school prevention dimension needs to be built into an integrated agency 
approach taken for working with migrant families. An integrated approach to parental engagement and family 
support is needed for families from communities with little tradition of engaging with the formal school 
system, and is resonant with at least some EU policy documents on equity and social inclusion (Downes, 
2014a).  

A number of examples of multidisciplinary, community-based family support centres are available in 
European contexts, though evaluation of the impact of these for school bullying and violence prevention is 
scarce and thus, these issues can only be treated in exploratory fashion for the purposes of this report. One 
example is the SPIL centre in Eindhoven, highlighted by Eurochild (2011): 

BOX 16. One-Stop-Shop Multidisciplinary, Community-Based Family Support Centres: Eindhoven SPIL Centres, the 
Netherlands 

‘The municipality of Eindhoven has chosen a family support policy based on multifunctional services directly linked to 
primary schools in these SPIL Centres. This choice had been made based on the principle of the early detection of 
children at risk as early as possible and as close to the family as possible. The main reason for this is that schools, day 
care centres and kindergartens are places with the best access to ‘find’ children at risk and their parents.’ (Eurochild 
2011, p.21) 

This SPIL centre approach resonates strongly with the Commission Recommendation (2013), Investing in 
children: Breaking the cycle of disadvantage which explicitly seeks to ‘enhance family support’ and ‘promote 
quality, community-based care’ as part of a challenge to the effects of poverty and social exclusion in 
education. Basically, such a centre is a ‘one-stop shop’ where a range of vital services across health and 
education are available in an accessible local location to engage marginalised families; the Centre is built 
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around primary education, playgroups and childcare. Other services may be added, such as parenting 
support, child welfare, youth healthcare and social work (Eurochild, 2011). These are early support systems 
for families, at least indirectly relevant to issues of bullying and violence prevention in schools, through 
helping build up supportive patterns of emotional coping and communication. 

Another important example documented in the Eurochild report (2011) is the Nordrhein-Westfalen state 
programme Familienzentrum. They include care and education plus counselling and support to children and 
parents. Between 2006 and 2012 approx. 3000 of the total 9000 child care centres in the German federal 
state of North Rhine-Westphalia are being developed into certified family centres designed to bundle services 
for families in the local community.  

It certainly cannot be assumed that those most in need will access available services. This requires 
acknowledgement of the need for outreach to the more marginalised. This is not an argument that bullying 
and violence prevention are a primary focus of such multidisciplinary family support centres linked with 
schools. Rather they are to be part of an early support approach for families with children at risk of developing 
a habitual pattern of aggressive responses as modes of coping, due to stresses in their younger years.  

6.2. Common Support Systems for Bullying and Early School Leaving: 
Inclusive Systems 

There is a striking commonality of interests with regard to strategic approaches for bullying prevention in 
schools and early school leaving prevention12. These can be classified as: 

 Direct and indirect effects of bullying on early school leaving relevant to perpetrators, victims and bully-
victims (school absence, negative interpersonal relations with peers and conflict with teachers, low 
concentration in school, decreased academic performance, lower school belonging, satisfaction, and 
pedagogical well-being, with the effects of bullying exacerbated for those already at risk of early school 
leaving, negative school climate influences). 

 Common systems of supports (transition focus from primary to post-primary, multiprofessional teams for 
complex needs, language support needs, family support services and education of parents regarding their 
approaches to communication and supportive discipline with their children, outreach to families to provide 
supports, addressing academic difficulties). 

 Common issues requiring an integrated strategic response, including the prevention of displacement effects 
of a problem from one domain to another, such as in suspension/expulsion which may make a bullying 
problem become an early school leaving problem. 

 Common causal antecedents (negative school climate, behavioural difficulties, trauma) 

 Teacher professional development and pre-service preparation focusing on developing teachers’ relational 
competences for a promoting a positive school and classroom climate, including a focus on teachers’ 
conflict resolution and diversity awareness competences 

 Early warning systems. 

                                                            

12 Bullying is directly recognised as affecting early school leaving in the Annex to the Council Recommendation on Early School Leaving 

(2011). Echoed subsequently in the EU Council Recommendation (2011), the need for early warning systems are also highlighted in the 
Commission Staff Paper Reducing early school leaving Accompanying document to the Proposal for a Council Recommendation on 
policies to reduce early school leaving, article 57 on ‘Early warning systems’ states: ‘There are several warning signs which help to 
identify pupils at risk of ESL. The most obvious is truancy or absenteeism. <..> Others signs are <..> family problems, regular misconduct, 
aggressive behaviour or being affected by bullying or violence‘ (European Commission Staff Working Paper, 2011). 
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These striking commonalities, requiring a holistic focus to bridge emotional and cognitive needs, are 
recognised already to some degree in key EU Documents on early school leaving.  

The serious long-term impact of bullying on mental health has been highlighted in section 1.2 of this report. 
It must also be emphasised that mental health issues can impact also on early school leaving, thereby further 
requiring common policy responses for these areas (Downes 2011, 2014b).  

Cefai et al.’s (2009) national study of approximately 7000 students, stratified mainly by school type, region 
and level across 69 primary schools and 44 secondary schools in Malta found that low socioeconomic status 
is one of the strongest and most consistent home variables related to children‘s social, emotional and 
behavioural difficulties. Montoya’s (personal communication, 2015) summary of French research on school 
samples (DEPP, Evrard 2011; Debarbieux, 2011; Debarbieux, 2012; Debarbieux, 2012a, Debarbieux and 
Fotinos 2010) found that risk of experiencing violence in school is doubled in schools in the Zones prioritaire 
based on higher levels of poverty and socioeconomic exclusion, with strong variation also within these 
schools. However, Richard et al.’s (2012) French study of over 18 000 students did not find an association 
between socioeconomic status and bullying but only between victimisation and not having French as their 
first language. Even if a finding in France of an association between school violence and the social class of 
students were to be accepted, this is not necessarily the case in other countries and the argument for an 
integrated systemic strategic response for bullying and early school leaving prevention is not dependent on 
such an association between poverty, low socioeconomic status and school bullying or violence. 

This argument for a commonality of system-level response for both bullying and early school leaving 
prevention is not to state that the same individuals are necessarily at risk for both, though they may share a 
number of common risk factors. It is to emphasise that a common response to develop inclusive systems, 
including a curricular focus on SEL, a whole school approach to school climate, bullying, mental health, a focus 
on teachers’ conflict resolution skills, students’ voices, parental involvement, multidisciplinary teams etc., are 
system support requirements that can both directly address the strategic policy of preventing both bullying 
and early school leaving. They are two sides of the same coin, though does this is not to state that other coins 
may also be additionally needed to address issues and needs specific to bullying and early school leaving as 
distinct issues.  

BOX 17. Initial Strategic Integration of Bullying and Early School Leaving: Malta and Belgium (Fl) 

 According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in Malta: Bullying is not directly mentioned in the national 
Early School-Leaving Strategy 2014. However, the Early School-Leaving Unit works hand in hand with the Psychosocial 
Services and other stakeholders within and outside the Ministry for Education and Employment in order to address this 
phenomenon. In the prevention and intervention pillars of the plan, the term ‘students at risk’ is mentioned constantly. 
The Anti-Bullying section within the School Psycho-Social Services not only strives to initiate, support and coordinate 
the efforts of schools in anti-bullying programmes to ensure a safe and caring environment conducive to learning and 
well-being but provides services for class interventions and individual cases. 

According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in Flanders, Belgium: Bullying is linked to a national early 
school-leaving strategy because bullying is one of the reasons for ESL. Specifically, there are several actions to tackle 
bullying included in the national plan for early school-leaving. 

A social-ecological approach to bullying prevention (Espelage and Swearer, 2010) needs to focus not only on 
systems of relations, such as between students, schools, parents and community but also on system blockage 
(Downes, 2014), as an aspect largely overlooked in Bronfenbrenner‘s (1979) systems theory in developmental 
psychology. One aspect of system blockage is that of system fragmentation (Downes, 2014). A fragmented 
approach is a feature of those national systems without a national strategy for bullying prevention in schools. 
Yet fragmentation needs to be overcome also at a policy-implementation level through scrutiny of structures 
and processes at system levels. Overcoming system blockage, as fragmentation, requires a national 
implementation committee to monitor bullying and violence prevention implementation, whether as a 
distinct committee or as part of a national committee for inclusive-systems implementation. Strategies 
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without implementation structures, both nationally and in schools, are doomed to failure through system 
blockages bringing displacement, resistance, fragmentation, exclusion (Downes, 2014; Downes, 2014b). 

BOX 18. A National Ministerial Delegation to Prevent Le Harcèlement in School: France 

According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in France: In November 2012, the national education 
ministry established a ministerial delegation in charge of prevention and the struggle against violence in the school 
environment. Its mission is to develop propositions to redirect politics for the struggle against le harcèlement in school 
and to implement it on the ground. 

 
BOX 19. A Health Promoting Education Emphasis at National Level: Portugal 

According to the response of the Education Ministry Official in Portugal: The educational project of each school or 
groups of schools must include themes bearing on health. Four areas demanding priority action, among them mental 
health and prevention of violence. The Directorate-General of Education monitors and evaluates the Health Promoting 
Education at schools, and a teacher is appointed to coordinate the thematic area of health in each group of schools. 
The schools develop projects on Health Promoting Education, in which the theme of prevention of violence is one of 
the priorities. Since 2012 we have an increase in the projects, including bullying, gender violence, sexual and 
relationship violence. In 2012 – 88 % of schools have specific projects, in 2013 – 92 % and in 2014 – 94.2 %. 

A national committee for inclusive systems in EU Member States needs to be cross-departmental bridging 
education, health and social services – these departments are all relevant for integrated systems of support. 
In order to be sensitive to needs of minority and socioeconomically marginalised groups, basic principles of 
representativeness would imply that minority NGOs, for example, be represented on such national 
committees (see also Downes, 2014). This would build on the recommendation of the ET2020 Thematic 
Working Group Report on Early School Leaving (European Commission 2013, p.11) that emphasises the 
importance of a national coordinating body. Similarly the European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/Cedefop 
Report on early school leaving (2014) states that ‘Formalising cooperation, for example, by means of a 
coordinating body, is a way to enhance synergies across government departments and between different 
levels of authority, schools and other stakeholders’ (p.12). This report also points to their importance for 
improving the process of monitoring and evaluation, as well as identifying areas for further work. All of this is 
directly pertinent to the cross-departmental concerns of school bullying and violence prevention for a 
national coordinating committee. 

6.3. Intensive Supports to Prevent Long-Term Serious Impacts of Bullying 
with Relevance Also to Early School Leaving Prevention 

Given the seriousness of the long-term impacts of bullying, a prevention strategy needs to encompass not 
only prevention of bullying but prevention of the consequences of bullying through a holistic focus on system-
level emotional, cognitive and social supports – as a dimension of the work of a multidisciplinary team. This 
prevention of consequences approach needs a much firmer policy focus. From the following illustrative 
examples from qualitative research on the consequences of bullying based on victims‘ experiences, such 
supports could intervene at an early stage to prevent the escalation of experiential processes, such as self-
doubting and double victimising, described in a Swedish context (Thornberg et al., 2013). The concept of 
double victimising refers to an interplay and cyclical process between external victimising and internal 
victimising. Research examining cognitive perceptions in children who participate in bullying has found that 
many of the children involved experience cognitive distortions (Doll and Swearer, 2006).  

Radliff et al. (2015) examine hopelessness as a mediator within the context of bullying. In a sample of 469 US 
middle school students, victims reported the highest levels of hopelessness and significantly higher scores 
compared with students not involved in bullying. Hopelessness was a mediator for victims, but not for bully-
victims. Thornberg‘s (2015) Swedish ethnographic fieldwork in two public schools was located in urban 
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neighbourhoods of different socioeconomic statuses, representing both lower and middle classes, in a 
medium-sized city. In total, 96 students (50 boys and 46 girls) from four school classes (two classes in Grade 
4 and two classes in Grade 5) participated along with four teachers. The children’s ages ranged from 10 to 12 
years. Striving towards normal identity and social acceptance appeared to be associated with efforts to 
change oneself and to socialise, perceiving the deviant identity as unchangeable and inevitably causing 
bullying and social rejection appeared to be linked to resignation and a range of escape or avoidance 
behaviour, such as social withdrawal and avoiding others, as well as trying to be socially invisible in the 
classroom and other school settings. Again this has implications for the potential role of emotional support 
services in helping students interpret their reactions to bullying and to minimise self-blaming approaches.  

From their longitudinal study in Finland, Sourander et al. (2007) conclude‚ ‘early crime prevention that 
focuses on bullying should be one of the highest priorities in child public health policy. Frequent bullying may 
serve as an important red flag that something is wrong and that intensive preventive or ameliorative 
interventions are warranted’ (p.550). A combined strategic focus on bullying and early school leaving 
prevention is resonant also with the point made in developmental psychology by Rutter, that the cumulative 
number of risk factors impacts on outcomes, a perspective supported by recent research on students 
experiencing adversity in Portugal (Simões et al., 2015).  

The PISA 2012 results on the experience of students from socioeconomically marginalised backgrounds on 
sense of belonging and social integration (feeling like an outsider) in school reveals that there is much work 
to be done on these issues across Member States – issues pertaining at least indirectly to both bullying and 
early school leaving. From Table 11 extracted from PISA 2012 (see Annex 4), it is evident that France especially, 
and also Belgium have particular need for systemic measures to improve sense of belonging in school for 
socioeconomically marginalised groups. This implies a whole school approach to developing inclusive 
processes and supports, while also recognising wider macrosystemic issues. From the French Ministry 
response for this report, it is notable that, while there is not an express link between bullying and early school 
leaving in its early school leaving strategy, French policy does put an emphasis on the school atmosphere and 
climate, and the well-being of pupils. However, that France is one of the very few EU countries without a 
requirement for school self-evaluation processes (Eurydice 2015). 

BOX 20. School Internal Evaluation Processes: Compelled or Recommended Across EU with Exceptions of Bulgaria and 
France 

The recent Eurydice (2015) report on school evaluation systems, highlights that ‘The only countries where schools are 
not compelled or recommended to carry out internal evaluation are Bulgaria and France, the latter limited to primary 
schools’ (p.10). As quality review processes are largely embedded in school self-evaluation processes, a quality label, 
led by the EU regarding inclusive systems in and around education may be a meaningful extension of these review 
processes and highly relevant to issues of implementation of bullying and violence prevention strategies at school level. 
Such quality label approaches for schools would be voluntary to encourage system level development. 
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Chapter 7. Conclusions and Focus Points for Way 
Forward 
This report on school bullying and violence in Europe encompasses evidence from European and international 
research on bullying in schools, aggression and violence, developmental psychology, and health promotion in 
schools. It combines learning from these distinct, though connected domains, with key principles from a 
policy and legal perspective in an EU context. The main findings from research evidence on key types of 
actions are examined at whole school, family, curricular, classroom, and community system levels. The 
conclusions are informed also by responses on current national strategies in Europe on school bullying and 
violence, from Members of the ET2020 School Policy Working Group, international researchers from the 
European Network for Social and Emotional Competence (ENSEC) and a number of NGOs across EU Member 
States.  

A review of the evidence based on international comparative research reveals that bullying is a serious 
concern in Europe, due to its sizeable prevalence in many countries and negative long-term impact. Some 
groups, such as learners from certain minorities, LGBTI background or those with special educational needs 
are more often bullied than others. A large majority of EU Member States have at least one group of 
students nationally, aged between 11 and 15, who report being victims of bullying at rates of 12 % or more. 
Some Member States report over 24 % as being bullying victims in at least one group of students. 
Prevalence increases with age and in some countries also correlates with lower family affluence. The overall 
figures for Europe are quite similar to those in Northern America.  

Based on longitudinal research, both in European and other international contexts, there is a growing 
realisation of the serious long-term impact of school bullying. Frequent victimisation is associated with 
suicide attempts and completion for both boys and girls, overall mental health problems, anxiety, 
depression and self-harm. Bullying perpetrators are found to be at risk of subsequent psychiatric 
symptoms, violent behaviour and anti-social personality disorder. The impact may also be long term, 
extending to adolescence and adulthood. A range of correlational studies associate bullying experiences 
with early school-leaving, poor attendance and achievement, while bully-victims are at a particularly high 
risk. Bullying prevention is a child welfare and child protection issue.  

7.1. Major gaps in national approaches towards school bullying and 
violence prevention 

The findings from this review of bullying and violence prevention strategies in schools in Europe reveal that: 

 A large number of EU Member States do not have national school bullying and violence prevention 
strategies. 

 Most EU Member States do not have common or linked strategies for early school leaving and bullying 
prevention.  

 Of those countries with particularly high prevalence of peer victimisation and/or bully perpetrators, 
according to the World Health Organisation (i.e. Austria, Estonia, France, Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Portugal, Romania and Slovakia), a number of these (Estonia, Greece, Latvia and Slovakia) still do 
not have systematic national strategies for bullying and violence prevention in schools. 

 Anti-bullying strategies in EU Member States are generally confined to universal prevention 
approaches, without focusing on the differentiated needs of certain groups, and with no strategic 
focus on discriminatory bullying against certain groups, e.g. migrants, Roma, LGBTI, those 
experiencing poverty etc.).  
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 None of those countries for which the 2014 LGBTI survey of the European Union Agency for 
Fundamental Rights indicated particularly high levels of hostility and prejudice towards LGBTI groups 
(Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Romania), directly addresses prevention of 
homophobic bullying in schools at a national strategic level.  

 While a systematic focus on social and emotional education at curricular level exists across almost 
all EU Member States, it is unclear to what extent an explicit focus on bullying and violence 
prevention is consistently present in these curricula. 

 It is often unclear to what extent national inspectorate systems or school self-evaluation processes 
embed a focus on bullying and violence prevention into their school review processes, and whether 
these inform anti-bullying strategies at national and school level to establish an evidence-base. 

 While there are at least systematic procedures for students’ voices to be heard in the education 
system across many Member States, such as through student councils, there is inadequate focus on 
student participation in the design of anti-bullying approaches 

7.2. The Way forward 

1. A strategic approach for school bullying and violence prevention  

Against the background of these findings above, there is a major need to address these strategic gaps 
through a more comprehensive strategic approach at national level to prevent school bullying and 
violence, including focus on discriminatory bullying, while taking into account that substantial common 
ground exists between bullying and violence prevention and neighbouring policies such as early school-
leaving, children's rights, fighting discriminations based on gender, racism, disability, sexual orientation13, 
social inclusion for migrants and for students from socioeconomically excluded communities.  

There is a striking commonality of interests with regard to strategic approaches for bullying prevention in 
schools and early school-leaving prevention, therefore a common support system can be useful without 
prejudice to the more differentiated approaches needed14. Common systems of holistic supports for both 
bullying and early school-leaving need to include: a transition focus from primary to post-primary; 
multiprofessional teams for students and their families with complex needs; language supports, including 
speech and language therapy; family support services and education of parents regarding their approaches 
to communication and supportive discipline with their children; outreach to families to provide supports; 
support for students with academic difficulties; social and emotional education curriculum; systems to 
substantially promote voices of marginalised students. 

Both bullying and early school-leaving prevention require teacher professional development and pre-service 
preparation focusing on: developing teachers’ relational competences for a promoting a positive school and 

                                                            

13 In doing so, a strong focus on prevention of discriminatory bullying needs to be addressed by building on EU anti-discrimination 
policies such as: EU Council Directive of 29 June 2000 implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of 
racial or ethnic origin; Proposal for a directive of 2 July 2008 against discrimination based on age, disability, sexual orientation and 
religion or belief beyond the workplace; Framework decision 2008/913/JHA of 28 November 2008 on combating certain forms and 
expressions of racism and xenophobia by means of criminal law; Council recommendation of 9 December 2013 on effective Roma 
integration measures in the Member States; Communication of 17 June 2015 on the implementation of the EU Framework for National 
Roma Integration Strategies; Communication of 15 November 2010 on a European Disability Strategy 2010-2020: A Renewed 
Commitment to a Barrier-Free Europe. See also the European Commission’s Report on the implementation of the UN Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) by the European Union; Joint Report on the application of the Racial Equality Directive 
(2000/43/EC) and the Employment Equality Directive (2000/78/EC). 
14 This conclusion of a commonality of system-level response for both bullying and early school-leaving prevention is not to state that 

the same individuals are necessarily at risk for both, though they may share a number of common risk factors.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32000L0043%20
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32000L0043%20
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52008PC0426
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52008PC0426
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32008F0913
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32008F0913
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013H1224(01)
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32013H1224(01)
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/roma_communication2015_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/roma_communication2015_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52010DC0636
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52010DC0636
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/swd_2014_182_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/swd_2014_182_en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52014DC0002&qid=1435648671255
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52014DC0002&qid=1435648671255
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classroom climate, including a focus on teachers’ conflict resolution and diversity awareness competences; 
early warning/support systems to identify pupils’ needs for those at higher risk.  

Focus point 1 There is a need for more comprehensive strategic national approaches for school 
bullying and prevention, including discriminatory bullying - and an integrated 
prevention strategy for bullying and early school leaving to promote inclusive 
systems in and around schools, based on the common holistic supports identified 
above 

2. Holistic curricular approaches focusing on social and emotional education 

Social and emotional learning/education (SEL) includes a range of holistic approaches emphasising 
awareness of emotions, caring, empathy and concern for others, positive relationships, making responsible 
decisions, impulse control, resolving conflict constructively and valuing the thoughts, feelings and voices of 
students. There is now a strong body of international evidence to conclude that SEL is a key aspect of 
personal development to challenge a culture of violence in school. SEL and its emotional awareness 
dimensions are not reducible to citizenship education or simply social competences or cultural expression.  

SEL is already a pervasive feature of European school contexts, though the time given to this in the 
curriculum is unclear. Social and emotional education principles can be incorporated across diverse 
subjects, including the arts, history, languages and physical education, as issues of communication, 
empathy, perspective taking and emotional literacy. International evidence suggests that curricular 
approaches for SEL are particularly beneficial for primary school pupils. Classroom time and priority for SEL 
needs more explicit recognition as a strategic priority at national and European level, including within the EU 
Key Competences framework for Lifelong Learning. SEL also offers particular promise in relation to bullying 
for students with special needs or with language difficulties.  

Credible curricular approaches require the involvement of young people themselves, who are part of 
minority groups such as Roma and migrants, LGBTI, Muslim populations and other minorities. This cultural 
dialogue at curricular level, is particularly important for post-primary students, who tend to resist didactic, 
top-down messages in anti-bullying programmes. Moreover, an explicit focus on homophobic-bullying 
prevention is needed at curricular level, especially at post-primary level. 

Questions still remain about curricular approaches bringing change to bullying behaviour, as distinct from 
changing attitudes and aspects associated with school violence more generally. Specific international 
reviews focusing solely on bullying observe that curriculum materials about bullying were not among the 
significant programme elements for reduction in being bullied or bullying others, although videos to raise 
student awareness about bullying were significantly associated with a decrease in students being bullied. 
Curricular materials need to be more engaging for students; the role of students in co-constructing these 
materials in a way that is relevant to their lives, experiences and youth culture is important. 

Focus point 2: 
 

Involve young people who are part of minority groups, such as Roma and 
migrants, LGBTI, Muslim populations and other minorities in the design of 
concrete curricular resources for social and emotional education (including 
videos, the arts, websites) that address bullying prevention and challenge 
prejudice. 

3. Whole school interventions – Democratic school culture 

International research generally suggests that, even at primary level, a curricular approach to SEL is – by 
itself – not enough to change bullying behaviour as distinct from attitudes and other behaviours indirectly 
related to violence in school. A SEL curriculum needs to be viewed as one part of a whole school approach 
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and a range of other dimensions. Discriminatory bullying requires challenge through a democratic school 
culture promoting differentiated voices of students. 

Reviews of international research focusing on universal whole school approaches to bullying prevention do not 
endorse one particular model, though they do highlight key features of successful interventions. The highly 
influential Ttofi and Farrington (2011) review found the most effective programme elements associated with a 
decrease in bullying others were: parent training/meetings, teacher training, improved playground 
supervision, disciplinary methods (that are not reducible to firm or zero tolerance approaches), cooperative 
group work between professionals, school assemblies, supports for parents, classroom rules and classroom 
management, a whole-school anti-bullying policy. The most effective programme components for reducing the 
prevalence of being bullied were: videos, disciplinary methods, parent training/meetings and cooperative 
group work between professionals.  
 

Focus point 3 Promote a whole school approach to bullying prevention, building on democratic 
principles for schools and including key effective bullying prevention programme 
elements 

4. Focus on teachers' conflict resolution skills 

International research observes the key role of the teacher in ensuring equality of esteem in the classroom, 
and that teacher discrimination against ethnic groups or others is associated with increased bullying against 
those individuals and groups15. With discriminatory attitudes towards minority groups being part of wider 
society, at least in some contexts, teachers may be influenced by such attitudes with detrimental impact 
upon students in their classrooms. This is a system level problem. Facilitating conflict resolution skills of 
teachers enhances their listening roles and supports communication approaches that engage with minority 
groups and all students through empathy and understanding. Conflict resolution skills are part of teachers’ 
cultural and diversity competences in the classroom. 

Focus point 4 Develop teachers’ conflict resolution skills and non-discriminatory attitudes 
(whether based on ethnicity, social class, sexuality) at teacher pre-service and 
in-service education to prevent a culture of violence in schools.  

5. Engaging with parents and family support 

The central importance of parental involvement to a whole school systemic approach is highlighted by 
international reviews. Research on the development of aggression recognises that habits of coercive 
communication occur with harsh parental discipline and patterns of family conflict. Not only are these 
associated with later bullying but working with parents is strongly associated with both a decrease in bullying 
and being bullied in school. However, many approaches to parental involvement for bullying prevention are 
reliant on universal top-down, information-based approaches rather than on ones that actively include the 
parents in constructing meaning and policy, as well as fostering their skills. This neglected aspect of a universal 
focus for active involvement of parents is an important area for further strategic development and evaluation 
as part of the challenge to a culture of violence.  

Recognition of the importance of family support services for early intervention for bullying and violence 
prevention, as well as for positive mental health, highlights the need for multidisciplinary community centres 

                                                            

15 Wider societal influences on discriminatory bullying have been neglected in much international research; this attitudinal violence 

towards groups, such as Roma, LGBTI, migrants, ethnic minorities moves bullying research beyond its traditional individual focus on 
power imbalance between a particular bullying perpetrator and victim. 
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that are a ‘one-stop shop’, where a range of vital services across health and education are available in an 
accessible local location to engage marginalised families, especially of highest need. Eurochild (2011) 
advocates the establishment of ‘one-stop-shop’ centres across Europe, highlighting expansion of such centres 
in specific German and Dutch contexts. Specific family outreach strategies that promote multidisciplinary 
teams as early intervention family support services linked with schools can help counter the impact of early 
childhood and family related factors contributing to a pattern of entrenched bullying. 

Focus point 5 Establish16 an individual family outreach strategy at the level of schools to foster 
engagement with families, especially of highest need and establish community-
based multidisciplinary teams as early intervention family support services, linked 
with schools.  

6. Engaging with community systems and spaces 

A strategic approach is needed to develop community-based spaces to promote connection through 
cooperative tasks between different social groups, tasks that are relevant to their lives and interests. A 
community outreach dimension17 could be fostered by creating communal spaces to allow different groups 
to meet, exchange with a view to promoting mutual respect and understanding. Opportunities for 
investment in shared communal spaces for connection include community lifelong learning centres, arts and 
sports facilities, libraries, green spaces, community afterschool centres, family resource centres, religious 
centres, gyms. Building community leaders among children and youth from minority and marginalised 
backgrounds is part of a broader local community strategy for positive relations between groups of 
different social identities18.  

Focus point 6 Specific community outreach strategies relying on structured cooperation and 
communal spaces to allow different groups to meet can help overcome 
prejudice between groups  

7. Governance and systemic support for implementation  

Coordination at national level could be improved, for instance, by national committees or platforms for 
inclusive systems in education, a forum for cross-departmental cooperation bridging education, health and 
social services. This could be complemented with cooperation platforms within and across schools to 
facilitate dialogue, exchange of information and ideas at both local, regional and national levels. For 
instance, school committees involving students, parents, teachers and health professionals can play an 
important role in the individual school planning and improvement processes. These committees could be 
responsible for developing  

 projects to promote the input of students and risk groups into the design of whole school and 
curricular bullying prevention resources, especially for older students; 

                                                            

16 Where possible also through European Structural Funds  
17 Community outreach dimensions for bullying and violence prevention in schools combine an international right to health approach 

with a lifelong learning lens, both aspects which are quite neglected in international research on school bullying and violence. 
18 See also the Structural Indicators Matrix Tool (Box 21 below), especially the Community Dimensions section. One of the 

Commission’s priorities for regional policy development 2014-2020 is a strengthened urban dimension and fight for social inclusion: 
here a minimum amount of ERDF (European Regional Development Funds) is earmarked for integrated projects in cities and of ESF 
(European Social Fund) to support marginalised communities. Two particular priorities for the ESF, number 9. ‘Promoting social 
inclusion, combating poverty and any discrimination’ and number 10. ‘Investing in education, training and lifelong learning’ are 
especially relevant for current purposes. 
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 processes to ensure that the voices and needs of minority students regarding bullying and violence 
prevention are heard, as well as more widely on school climate issues; 

 an explicit whole school and curricular focus on homophobic bullying prevention. 

National committees and schools could be supported by practical tools, such as the matrix of 
structural indicators, as presented below. Schools applying such pre-established tools could be 
awarded a quality label. 

A key output of this report is an evidence-informed structural indicators framework clustering key features 
of whole school and wider system interventions for schools, municipalities and national decision-makers to 
address in their strategic responses to school bullying and violence prevention (see Box 21 below). These 
structural indicators also build on international legal principles from the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, the international right to the highest attainable standard of (mental) health, as well as health promotion 
principles to balance national strategic direction with local ownership of interventions in schools and the 
wider system of supports in and around schools. 

This Structural Indicators framework provides a key reference point for a strategic framework of quality 
whole school and wider family and community system interventions for school bullying and violence 
prevention. 

BOX 21. Dimensions of a Proposed Structural Indicators Framework to Guide Development of Bullying and Violence 
Prevention Strategies in School19. 

 

School Curricular Dimensions (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- Explicit focus on bullying prevention in a Social and Emotional Education Curriculum. 
- Active learning, interactive pedagogies.  
- Video resources. 
- Input of children and young people into developing curricular resources for bullying prevention, conflict 

resolution and overcoming prejudice. 
- Input from ethnically or culturally diverse students so that their input into materials, activities and goals is 

included. 
- Time allocated for social and emotional education is of sufficient intensity. 
- SAFE features: Sequenced step-by-step training, active forms of learning, focus sufficient time on skill 

development and have explicit learning goals. 
- Cooperative group work in class. 
- Resources reflect students’ lives and experiences. 
- Language learning integrated with emotional literacy for younger students. 
- Explicit focus on homophobic bullying prevention. 
- Cross-curricular integration of conflict resolution and bullying issues, including arts-based approaches. 
- Clarity that social and emotional education is not reduced to civic education. 
- Community outreach dimension to curricular activities. 

 

Whole School System Approach/Ethos/Climate (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- Whole school anti-bullying policy. 
- A coordinating committee at the school level to implement whole school approach. 
- Student representation on school coordinating committee for inclusive systems with an explicit bullying focus. 
- Health professional representation on school coordinating committee for inclusive systems.  
- Cooperative team work between professionals. 
- Bullying intervention approach operates for at least 2 years.  
- Bullying intervention approach is of sufficient intensity, i.e. sufficient frequency of inputs during school. 
- Participation of all key stakeholders in whole school approach to bullying prevention. 

                                                            

19 Based on a Triangle of being Informed by International Research Evidence, Legal Standards and Health Promotion Principles. 
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- Clarity of goals and shared goals for school coordinating committee. 
- Questionnaire survey to assess scale of bullying in a specific school. 
- School yard supervision. 
- School assemblies. 
- A school conference day for bullying prevention. 
- Plan for transition from primary to post-primary, especially for SEND students. 
- Concrete and professionally prepared materials for students, teachers, and parents.  
- A whole pack of activities for students. 
- Retaining the active ingredients of a programme, while allowing for well-planned programme adaptation for 

local circumstances. 
- Interventions with peers who assist bully perpetrators and with reinforcers who provide support to bully 

perpetrators 
- Revisiting steps as needed, to assume some turnover of staff, including school principals. 
- Capacity-building support. 

 

Teacher Support and Approaches (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- Teacher support (in-service/pre-service) on bullying prevention approaches. 
- Teacher support (in-service/pre-service) on conflict resolution strategies for teachers. 
- Teacher support (in-service/pre-service) on democratic classroom management competences. 
- Teacher support (in-service/pre-service) on constructivist, active learning pedagogies. 
- Teacher support (in-service/pre-service) on anti-discrimination. 
- Collaboratively negotiated classroom rules with children. 
- A range of disciplinary methods and psychological approaches adopted by teachers.  
- Cooperative group work between professionals.  
- Regular class meetings with students on bullying. 

 

Active Parent Involvement and Family Support (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- Partnership with parents. 
- Parenting training for communication approaches with their children. 
- Class parent-teacher association at the class level. 
- Building parents’ awareness and confidence to help their children to develop social competence and to prevent 

or respond to bullying. 
- Parental input into school bullying policies. 
- One-stop-shop multidisciplinary teams linked with schools for family support. 
- Outreach to families of highest chronic needs. 
- Communication to parents of available range of professional supports and the different approaches of these 

supports. 
- Common spaces of connection for parents (e.g. Parents Cafes for informal meetings, municipality bridging 

parents’ associations across local schools). 
- Common spaces of connection for parents from different ethnic and religious backgrounds. 
- Parent peer support processes. 

 

Differentiated Levels of Strategic Intervention (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- Universal prevention intervention (i.e. aimed at all students). 
- Universal prevention intervention with selected prevention goals (i.e. also specifically aimed at groups at 

moderate risk). 
- Selected prevention intervention for groups at moderate risk. 
- Indicated prevention intervention with individual child at high risk with chronic needs. 
- Indicated prevention intervention with individual family at high risk with chronic needs. 

 

Guiding Principles (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- A holistic approach combining emotion and cognition. 
- Recognising different individual needs. 
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- Processes for voices to be heard, active participation and representation. 
- Recognition of non-discriminatory practices. 
- Individual outreach. 
- Community outreach. 

 

Community Dimensions (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- Bridge-building processes to promote connection through collaboration between different groups for common 
goals. 

- Urban development strategies to promote communal spaces of connection between diverse groups. 
- Making the target groups subjects not simply objects of policy through direct stakeholder representation and 

consultation in the design of interventions and supports. 
- Cultural competence training of professionals including teachers to meet needs of diverse students. 
- Building community leaders among children and youth. 
- A strategy to develop community-based spaces of connection and cooperative tasks between different social 

groups.  
- Involving sports and arts as indirect ways to challenge tensions between groups through teamwork and common 

frames of reference. 

 

National Ministries of Education (Structural Indicators – Yes/No) 

- Existence of a national school bullying and violence prevention strategy. 
- Existence of a national coordinating committee to implement this strategy as part of an inclusive systems 

approach. 
- Representation of minority groups/NGOs on national coordinating committee for inclusive systems. 
- Representation of students on national coordinating committee for inclusive systems. 
- Representation of parents on national coordinating committee for inclusive systems. 
- Cross-department scope of national coordinating committee for inclusive systems to include health and social 

services. 
- Bullying prevention built into school self-evaluation processes. 

- Bullying prevention built into school external evaluation processes20. 

- Explicit strategy to address bullying together with early school leaving. 
- Explicit strategy to directly address discriminatory bullying in schools. 
- Explicit strategy to directly address homophobic bullying in schools. 

 

Focus point 7 Coordination of strategies and activities at national and local level need 
to be improved, for instance, through national coordinating committees 
for inclusive systems21 and school level coordinating committees. 
Explicit focus needs to be placed on bullying and violence prevention in 
school self-evaluation, external inspection and whole school planning, 
drawing on the Structural Indicators framework in this report.  

 

                                                            

20 According to the Eurydice report on Quality in Education (2015), external school evaluation is widespread in Europe. It is carried out 

in 31 education systems across 26 countries. However, there are exceptions such as Finland, where there are no central regulations on 
external school evaluation. However, in Finland local authorities may decide to use such an approach for the schools they are 
responsible for. 
21 Inclusive systems encompass a curricular focus on social and emotional education, a whole school approach to school climate, 

bullying prevention, mental health, a focus on teachers’ conflict resolution skills, students’ voices, parental involvement, and 
multidisciplinary teams. 
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7.3. Future Research 

While there is a strong body of data in international research on whole school bullying and violence 

prevention programmes, especially at the universal prevention level, as well as on SEL curricular dimensions, 

there are notable research gaps in other areas – particularly regarding groups at the selected prevention 

(moderate risk) level. These gaps include research on bullying-associated experiences of older students 

particularly, as well as of experiences – in specific cultural contexts nationally and regionally – of minorities, 

migrants, LGBTI, students with SEND and students from socioeconomically excluded groups. The 

differentiated experiences of bully-victims, as well as victims and perpetrators, require more research, 

including intervention approaches to help prevent consequences of bullying. Aspects of parental involvement 

and family support that go beyond information-based models require much more international research, as 

do the impact of community outreach approaches for engaging groups at moderate risk of experiencing 

bullying. Pupil and student input into curricular SEL dimensions needs further support and evaluation, again 

in specific cultural contexts and with specific target groups.  
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ANNEXES 

ANNEX 1. REVALENCE OF SCHOOL BULLYING AND VIOLENCE: INTERNATIONAL 
COMPARATIVE STUDIES, META-ANALYTIC REVIEW, COUNTRY-SPECIFIC STUDIES IN 
EUROPE AND FOR SPECIFIC GROUPS 
INTERNATIONAL COMPARATIVE STUDIES 

In the last decades since Olweus’ seminal work on bullying in Scandinavia in the 1990s, bullying has become an 
issue of increasing concern in schools across Europe. General estimates suggest that about one fourth to one third 
of students may be involved in bullying during their school years (e.g. Robers et al., 2013; Abrax, 2012; Nansel et 
al., 2001; Wang et al., 2009; Hymel and Swearer, 2015; Currie et al., 2012). In a recent review, Hymel and Swearer 
(2015) cite various international studies documenting the rate of students reporting victimisation varying from 
10 % to 33 %, while 5 % to 13 % admitted to bullying peers, with boys reporting more bullying, than girls and girls 
more victimisation than boys, and with bullying starting early in school and peaking in the middle school years. 
There are also indications that bullying prevalence rates, however, vary depending on the definition and 
assessment of bullying, making it difficult to give an accurate rate and to compare rates across studies (Swearer et 
al., 2010). In a partial review of studies, Swearer et al., (2010) reported that the percentage of students involved 
in bullying ranged from 13 % to 75 %, citing assessment as the main factor underlying such divergence. 

Chester et al. (2015) comparative study. They reported that occasional victimisation (once or more in the last two 
months) decreased from 33.5 % in 2001-2002 to 29.2 % in 2009-2010. One third of the countries demonstrated 
statistically significant declines in occasional victimisation for both genders, including Croatia, Denmark and 
Portugal; England Norway and Spain showed a decrease for both genders in 2009-2010 when compared to 2001-
2002. A number of other countries showed significant decrease in one gender victimisation only. On the other 
hand, French Belgium and Finland were the two countries which showed an increase for both genders in occasional 
victimisation. Chronic victimisation (2-3 times or more) also decreased for both genders from 12.7 % in 2001–2002 
to 11.3 % in 2009–2010. Of the 33 countries, Denmark, Italy and the Netherlands registered a decrease in chronic 
victimisation for both genders over the three surveys, while Lithuania and Spain also showed lower rates of chronic 
bullying for both genders in 2009–2010 when compared with 2001–2002. Many countries showed a decrease in 
chronic victimisation in one gender only, such as Croatia, England, Germany, Norway, Sweden and USA for boys, 
and Greenland, Lithuania and FYROM (Former Yugoslavian Republic of Macedonia) for girls. On the other hand, 
Austria, France, Hungary and Scotland showed an increase for boys; while French Belgium was the only region 
which showed an increasing trend for both genders; Denmark, Italy and the Netherlands were the three countries 
that showed a decrease in both occasional and chronic victimisation for both genders from the 2001–2002 to 
2009–2010 surveys. 

TABLE 6. HBSC Victimisation and Perpetration Averages, % 

Age F M Aver F M  Aver 

11 year olds 12 15 13 5 10 8 

13 year olds 11 13 12 8 14 11 

15 year olds 7 10 9 7 16 12 
Source: WHO 2010 

Wolke et al. (2001) carried out a comparative study on bullying and victimisation in primary schools in England and 
Germany. Individual interviews on bullying and victimisation were carried out with 2377 six to eight-year-old 
English students and 1538 eight-year-old German students. In both countries boys were more likely to be bullies; 
most bullies were also likely to be victims, and most bullying occurred in the playground and classroom. However 
the victimisation figures differed significantly, with 24 % of English pupils reporting being bullied every week 
compared to 8 % of German children; on the other hand, fewer English boys engaged in bullying every week (3.5 %) 
compared to German boys (7.5 %) while no difference was found in girls. This is an interesting study comparing 
two major European countries, but rather dated.  
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META-ANALYTIC REVIEW 

Cook et al. meta-analytic review (2010). In a review of 82 independent studies with samples of children and 
adolescents from 22 countries, Cook et al. (2010) examined the variability of prevalence in victimisation and 
bullying. The authors based their analysis on a larger meta-analytic review based on an initial 1196 studies of school 
bullying and victimisation published between 1999 and 2006, which were then reduced to 82 studies which met 
the study’s inclusion criteria (these were quantitative studies related to prevalence of bullying; they were focused 
on bullying and not aggression; they were non-intervention studies; and were based on children and adolescents 
not adults). Three main sources of respondents were identified, namely self-report, peer report and teacher 
report. There were three geographical locations of the studies, namely Europe (half of the studies), USA, and others 
(Australia, Brazil, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, South Africa and South Korea). The European countries included 
England (13 studies), Finland (7 studies), Germany, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands and Scotland (3 studies each), 
Greece, Norway and Switzerland (2 studies each), and Denmark, France, Portugal and Sweden (1 study each). The 
results show a significant variability between countries in the prevalence rates of bullies, victims and bully-victims, 
ranging from 5 % (Sweden) to 44 % (New Zealand) in bullying, 7 % (Switzerland) to 43 % (Italy) in victimisation, and 
from 2 % (Sweden) to 32 % (New Zealand) for bullying-victimisation. The highest prevalence rates in Europe were 
in Italy (43 % bullies, 43 % victims, and 7 % bully-victims), while the lowest prevalence rates were found in Sweden 
(5 % bullies and 2 % bully-victims) and Norway (6 % bullies, 11 % victims, and 7 % bully-victims). The prevalence 
rate of bullies in the USA (17.9 %) was significantly lower than that in Europe (20.9 %) and other countries (20.5 %); 
on the other hand the other countries had a significant higher rate of victimisation (30.5 %) than Europe (20.7 %) 
and the USA (21.5 %), while no significant difference was found between Europe and the USA in victimisation. 
Europe had the lowest rate of bullying-victimisation (6.4 %) followed by the USA (7.7 %) and the other countries 
(14.6 %). For the 16 countries which had separate prevalence rates according to gender, as expected, all except 
one (Italy) had higher rates for boys; out of 15 countries, 11 had higher rates of victimisation amongst boys. Boys 
are 2.5 times more likely to be involved in bullying than girls. The review found that bullying behaviours increase 
from childhood to early adolescence and remain high during late adolescence; victimisation and bullying-
victimisation increases from childhood to early adolescence but decreases slightly during late adolescence. The 
combined prevalence rate across gender and age suggests that about 50 % of students are involved in bullying, 
with the greatest proportion being victims, followed by bullies and bully-victims respectively; this is significantly 
larger than the 20 % to 30 % estimates found in the literature.  

Another important finding of this study however, was that prevalence varied according to the informant reporting 
the bullying behaviour, with peer nominations resulting in significantly smaller prevalence rates than both self-
report and teacher report for bullying and victimisation. The major limitation of this study is that it reviewed studies 
which were published between 1999 and 2006. While the prevalence rates do give insight into the nature of 
bullying behaviours in Europe, they are not an accurate reflection of bullying behaviours in 2015. 

COUNTRY SPECIFIC STUDIES IN EUROPE 

Below is a summary of some of the major studies carried out in individual European countries which are available 
in English; the list is not comprehensive but a snapshot of various countries and regions across the EU from north 
to south and east to west. 

Bulgaria. In a study in six Bulgarian schools with 11-13 year old students, Koralov (2007) reported that 25 % of 
students reported they were victimised by their peers once a week, while 10 % said that they bullied other students 
a few times per month. In a paper on the profiles of bullies and victims in Bulgarian schools, Yankulova (2012) 
reported that on average two or three students suffer bullying systematically, while one to two students bully 
others. The number of victims decreased fourth to sixth grade but increased in the 7th grade. The number of 
perpetrators remained stable until the seventh grade, increased sharply in the eighth grade, and then decreased 
again.  

France: Richard et al. (2012) conducted a survey of 18 222 students (8 741 boys and 9 841 girls, mean age 15 years 
and 4 months, 85 % Caucasian with French as first language), 701 teachers and 478 principals from a nationally 
representative sample of 478 schools in France. Participants were randomly chosen among schools also randomly 
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chosen from each school district of France. Results found that girls were, as expected, significantly less involved in 
physical bullying than boys but more involved in verbal relational bullying. Students who did not have French as 
their first language reported being victims of physical bullying to a greater extent than others. Socioeconomic status 
was not significantly related to bullying, though this estimate was indirect based on school principals accounts of 
the percentage of students in their school from mid-high income families. Unexpectedly, school climate did not 
explain the variance in verbal/relational bullying as much as it did for physical bullying. 

Germany. von Marées and Petermann (2009) carried out a study on the prevalence of bullying in primary schools 
in Germany with 550 six to ten-year -old children attending 12 primary schools in northern Germany. Overall, 10 % 
of children were identified as bullies, 17 % as victims and 17 % as bully/victims. There was a higher proportion of 
both victims and perpetrators amongst boys. Boys were more likely to engage in direct physical and verbal bullying, 
girls in indirect relational bullying. Bullying increased with age, while victimisation remained stable. Another study 
with over 2000 fifth to tenth grade students in two German federal states by Scheithauer et al. (2006) reported 
that overall, 12 % of the students reported bullying others and 11 % reported being bullied, with 2 % being 
bully/victims. Significantly more boys reported bullying others, regardless of bullying form, and more boys were 
classified as bully/victims. Although there was no gender difference in victimisation, boys reported being bullied 
physically significantly more often than girls. Middle school students reported the highest rates of bullying, while 
the younger students reported higher rates of victimisation.  

Greece and Cyprus. In Greece and Cyprus, the prevalence rate of victimisation ranges from 8 % to 22 %, while the 
percentages for bullies are between 6 % and 8 % and for bully-victims between 1 % and 15 % (Psalti, 2012). In their 
study with a large-scale study of primary schools in Athens, Greece, Pateraki and Houndoumadi (2001) found a 
15 % victimisation rate, 6 % bullying rate and 5 % being bully-victims; boys were more involved in direct bullying 
and girls in relational bullying. In a study with 1758 primary and secondary school students (10-14 years) attending 
20 schools in northern Greece, Sapouna (2008) found that overall, 8 % of all students were victims, 6 % bullies and 
1 % bully/victims. More boys were identified as bullies, but there were no gender differences in victimisation. 
Younger students were more at risk of being bullied. The most common type of bullying was name calling; boys 
were more likely to engage in physical bullying, while relational bullying was more common amongst girls. In a 
more recent study with 3969 primary and secondary school students in Greece, Psalti (2012) reported that almost 
half of the participating students were involved in bullying, either as bullies, victims or bully-victims, with higher 
involvement in secondary schools. 

Ireland. A Nationwide Study of Bullying in Ireland indicates that 31 % of primary school students (4-12 years) and 
16 % of secondary school students (12-18 years) have been bullied at some time (O’Moore, 1997). Of the total Irish 
school population, 23 % or 200 000 children are at risk of being victims of bullying. 74 % of primary school children 
reported being bullied in the playground and 31 % in the classroom. Secondary school students reported that 47 % 
of bullying incidents occurred in the classroom, 37 % in the corridors, and 27 % in the playground. This is one of 
the most important surveys of school bullying in Ireland, however it is based on data collected more than 20 years 
ago (1993–1994). A more recent study by the Anti-Bullying Centre (2008) reported that 30 % of students had been 
bullied in the previous 2 months (equal gender distribution); 25 % reported that they had victimised their peers in 
the past 2 months (12 % girls, 31 % boys). Minton (2010) carried out a study with 2 312 primary and 3 257 post 
primary students who completed a self-report questionnaire on bullying and victimisation in 2004–2005. He found 
that 35 % of primary school students and 36 % of post-primary students reported having been bullied over the last 
3 months. 

Italy. A recent survey conducted in 2012 in the framework of the Daphne III programme (ECIP project), adopted a 
multi-item response scale both for traditional bullying and for cyberbullying (Brighi et al., 2013). This survey has 
involved about 1700 students from middle and high school (age range 14-19) in Italy and has shown that traditional 
forms of bullying (both direct and indirect forms) included 27 % of student as victims, 19 % as bullies and the 9 % 
as bully/victims; moreover 25 % of the whole sample suffered episodes of online victimisation two or more times 
a month, 15 % said they had bullying online, while 9 % said they were both perpetrator and victim of electronic 
aggression (bully/victim role). These data, apparently in contrast to the previous survey, can be explained by the 
different methodology used (multi-item versus single question) and by the slightly higher age of the participants in 
the study. In another recent survey with young people in Italy, Leoni and Caravita (2014) found that when peers 
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are the source of information, 7 % of early adolescents have been found to be victimised, 15 % to be bullies-bully 
role, 14 % defenders of the victims, and almost 10 % to be passive bystanders. Another recent self-report study by 
Telefono Azzurro (2014) with a sample of 1500 students aged 11-19 years, reported that 34.7 % said they had 
witnessed bullying episodes, while 30 % of middle school students and 38 % of high school students were bullied 
at least sometimes. 

Malta. Borg (1998) carried out a large-scale study on bullying in primary and secondary schools in Malta, with 6282 
students from six grades (9-14 years) in 50 state primary and secondary schools. He found that 1 in 3 students were 
involved in frequent bullying either as victim or perpetrator. Most common victimisation was verbal bullying 
followed by physical bullying, with vice versa being true for perpetrators. Most bullying took place in the school 
yard and in the classroom. In a more recent study with 300 primary and secondary school students attending 7 
schools in one regional college in Malta, Askell Williams, Cefai and Fabri (2014) found that around one quarter to 
one half of students were involved in bullying in most grades, but fewer in Grades 8 and 10, with no apparent 
gender differences. 

Romania. Curelaru et al. (2009) surveyed 1100 students aged 15-21 years in 35 schools in north-eastern Romania 
reported frequent bullying in various forms of physical, verbal and relational bullying, ranging from offence (17 %) 
to gun threatening (5 %), with more physical bullying amongst boys and relational bullying amongst girls. Another 
study by Beldean-Galea et al. (2010) with 264 students aged 1-14 years in one locality, found that 4 % of the 
students bullied others once a week or more during the previous 3 months and 41 % had been frequently bullied 
by other students once a week or more often during the previous 3 months. 

Scandinavia. Scandinavia may be considered as the birthplace of the study of bullying in recent decades, with 
Olweus’ work driving many studies on bullying not only in Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Finland, but across the 
world. According to the HBSC, these countries have a low level of bullying when compared to other European 
countries. For instance, Sweden, Denmark and Iceland have one of the lowest rates of bullying and victimisation in 
Europe, with Sweden being at the very bottom of the list in terms of both bullying and victimisation (Currie et al., 
2012; Craig et al., 2009). This is supported by other studies carried out in these countries. In Finland a large-scale 
national school health survey is carried out every year amongst 8th and 9th-grade comprehensive school students 
and 1st and 2nd-grade upper secondary school and vocational school students (but it is not published in Finnish). 
Commenting on the 2007 report representing 82 % of all Finnish students in those grades, Luukonen (2010) 
reported that 10 % of the boys and 6 % of the girls reported being victims of bullying at least once a week, whereas 
10 % of the boys and 3 % of the girls admitted to being bullies. Bully-victims accounted for 3 % of the boys and 1 % 
of the girls respectively. Comparison of the results for the years 2000 to 2007 showed that bullying in 
comprehensive schools had not decreased in any province within the country. Commenting on the same report for 
2010, Lommi et al. (2011) similarly found that the prevalence in a region with one of the lowest rates of bullying 
was the same as it was when the survey started in 2000.  

Spain. In Spain a national study on school bullying was carried out in 2000 and repeated in 2006–2007 to compare 
the changes over the 7 year period, examining student-reported bullying and victimisation, gender differences, and 
age increase/decrease; both reports are in Spanish (Defensor del Pueblo-UNICEF, 2000; 2007). Gutierrez et al. 
(2008) reported that the 2007 report shows a decrease in both victimisation and perpetration in certain types of 
bullying (relational), while in others it remained the same. In their study with a representative sample of 3000 
students from 300 secondary schools in various regions of Spain, 18 % reported being the victim of one type of 
peer bullying, while 30 % were the victims of two types of bullying. 

UK: The latest annual bullying survey 2015 is one of the most comprehensive studies of bullying amongst young 
people in the UK (DTF, 2015). It was carried out in 73 schools and colleges across the UK with over 4800 young 
people aged 13-20 years. Students completed the online survey between October 2014 and February 2015; the 
responses of 3023 participants were analysed. The survey reported that 50 % of young people had bullied another 
person – 30 % on a regular basis (at least once a week); while 43 % reported peer victimisation – 44 % on a regular 
basis. In the vast majority of cases, bullying was carried out by another student (98 %). 74 % of victims were 
physically attacked, 17 % sexually assaulted, and 62 % cyber bullied. 40 % reported being bullied for personal 
appearance, while 36 % mentioned body shape, size and weight. Young people with disability, LGBTI and from low 
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income backgrounds faced the highest risk of being bullied. As a result of bullying, 29 % self-harmed, 27 % skipped 
class, 14 % developed an eating disorder and 12 % ran away from home. 

COUNTRY SPECIFIC PREVALENCE STUDIES FOR SPECIFIC GROUPS: SEND, MIGRANTS AND MINORITIES, LGBTI 

Skär (2003) studied 12 adolescents aged 15-19 years with restricted mobility in northern Sweden. She reported 
that the 12 adolescents saw themselves as regular members of their peer group but that the members of the 
adolescent group saw them as being different, and relationships with peers were either dysfunctional or non-
existent. In a more recent study with over 3800, 13-15-year-old adolescents in Sweden, Beckman (2013) found that 
students with disability were more likely to be bully-victims in both traditional bullying and cyberbullying.  

A study carried out with sixth and seventh grade students in Austria, Strohmeier and Spiel (2007) examined the 
relationship between native Austrian students and students who had emigrated from former Yugoslavia, Turkey 
and Kurdistan areas. They reported that native Austrian children were nominated both as bullies and victims more 
frequently than the non-native children. Turkish-Kurdish immigrants were less likely to be accepted by peers and 
to have fewer friends than the other groups. 

Verkuyten and Thijs (2002) studied the experience of bullying experience of both native Dutch and minority 
(Turkish, Moroccan and Surinamese) students attending more than 80 middle schools in the Netherlands. They 
reported high levels of relational bullying against minorities, particularly Turkish children, with 42 % reporting 
name-calling and 30 % social exclusion; bullying increased with the higher percentage of native Dutch students 
attending the school.  

Eslea and Mukhtar (2010) carried out a survey study with 243 minority children (Hindu, Indian Muslim and 
Pakistani) in Lancashire, England, asking them about their bullying experience at school. The children reported a 
high level of bullying amongst the three groups, with 57 % of boys and 43 % of girls saying they were bullied at 
school, but bullying was likely to be perpetrated by both white or other Asian children. The authors reported that 
bullying was more related to religious or cultural differences such as clothing.  

In a nationwide survey in Irish primary and secondary schools, O’Moore et al. (1997) found that 7 % of girls and 9 
% of boys at primary level and 5 % girls and 8 % boys at secondary level indicated that they were called names 
because of colour and race. In another nationwide survey with 5569 school children (2312 primary and 3257 
secondary) in Ireland (2004–2005), Minton (2010) found that 6 % of girls and 13 % of boys at the primary level, 
and 7 % of girls and 11 % of boys at the secondary level, were called nasty names about their colour or race, with 
significant gender difference at both school levels. 

A number of studies on racial bullying in Finland suggest that immigrants are at a higher risk of victimisation when 
compared to non-immigrant groups. Soilamo (2006) found that 3rd to 5th grade students in six schools in Turku 
reported to be at a higher risk of being isolated and being bullied. They were over-represented in victimisation, 
with bullying taking place on a regular basis for 9 % of 3rd grade students and 3 % of 5th grade students 
respectively. It was also found however, that the minority children were also more likely to be bullies themselves 
as well. In an ethnographic study of racism in the lives of children with transnational roots in Finland, their right to 
belong was often questioned because of their parental ties to other countries. Rastas (2007) similarly found that 
such children were at an increased risk of being bullied, particularly relational bullying, while Honkasalo et al. 
(2009) reported that racism in the form of ostracism, exclusion and discrimination was a common experience for 
young people with multicultural background in Finland, with girls experiencing more relational bullying and boys 
both physical and relational bullying. 

The National School Climate Survey (GLSEN, 2014) is a large scale, nationwide study on the challenges faced by 
LGBTI students in the USA and on the prevalence of homophobic bullying in schools across the USA. An online 
survey was completed by 7898 students in grades 6 to 12 (13-21 years) from all states and from 2770 unique school 
districts. Of the sample 68 % was white, 44 % females, and 59 % LGBTI. The majority of LGBTI felt unsafe at school, 
routinely heard anti-LGBTI language (50 % to 70 %), consequently avoiding school activities (about 65 %) or 
attending schools as a result (30 % missed at least one day of school in the last month; 11 % four or more days). In 
the past year, 74 % reported that they were verbally harassed because of their sexual orientation and 55 % because 
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of their gender expression; 36 % were physically harassed because of their sexual orientation and 28 % because of 
their gender expression; 17 % were physically assaulted because of their sexual orientation and 11 % because of 
their gender expression; 49 % experienced cyberbullying. 56 % of LGBTI students reported personally experiencing 
LGBTI-related discriminatory policies or practices at school, while 65 % said other students had experienced these 
policies and practices at school. LGBTI students who experienced higher levels of victimisation because of their 
sexual orientation or gender expression, were more than three times as likely to have missed school in the past 
month as those who experienced lower levels. In 2013, LGBTI students experienced lower verbal and physical 
harassment based on sexual orientation than in all prior years, and lower physical assault based on sexual 
orientation since 2007. 

In Ireland, Minton et al. (2008) conducted an exploratory survey of the experience of homophobic bullying 
amongst 123 LGBTI young people at school. They found that 50 % of the students had been bullied at school within 
the last three months because of their sexual orientation (Minton et al., 2008). When they compared the 
proportion of bullied students with that of the overall post primary students in Ireland, they concluded that 
secondary school LGBTI students are likely to experience homophobic bullying and can be considered as an at risk 
population. In a more recent study with 561 2nd grade and 475 5th grade students attending six schools in various 
regions of Ireland, Minton (2014) found that no age-related decline was found in reports of homophobic bullying, 
with males more likely to be involved in homophobic bullying (both perpetration and victimisation). And in another 
study with over 1000 students in Ireland, 58 % had reported that homophobic bullying existed at their school; 5 % 
had left school because of such bullying (Mayock et al., 2009). 

Galan et al. (2009) refer to three studies carried out on LBGT bullying in Spanish schools, namely a study in 2005 
using a multidisciplinary approach in secondary schools in Madrid; a small survey of LGBTI young people social 
networking in 2006, and survey with 4500 high school students in two Spanish towns in 2007. The three studies 
confirmed that homophobia was an issue amongst young people in Spain and that most students still consider 
school not to be a safe place for LGBTI people.  

A survey amongst LGBTI young people who had attended schools in the previous three years in Belgium, reported 
that 48 % had experienced teasing and ridicule, 39 % name calling, 36 % social isolation and 21 % intimidation 
(UNESCO, 2012). In a study carried out in the Netherlands in 2001, 35 % of LGBTI students reported that they never 
or seldom felt safe at school compared with just 6 % of students in general (UNESCO, 2012). In Hungary, 49 % of 
LGBTI respondents have encountered discrimination and bullying at school; over 90 % of them were targeted by 
fellow students (Takács et al., 2008).  

Finally, a large scale survey on bullying and sexual orientation was carried out with over 3000 students in Norway 
(Roland and Auestad, 2009). A total of 3046 10th grade students (17-18 years) were asked whether they were 
bullied in the last 2 to 3 months. The responses showed that 48 % of homosexual males and 24 % of bisexual males 
(in contrast to just 7 % of heterosexual males) reported they had been bullied. For the females, 18 % of homosexual 
girls and 12 % of bisexual girls, in contrast to 6 % of heterosexual girls, reported victimisation in the past months. 
Depression and anxiety were higher amongst bisexual and homosexual students than they were amongst 
heterosexual students, and higher amongst bullied students than amongst non-bullied students. 
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ANNEX 2. UNIVERSAL PREVENTION: WHOLE SCHOOL AND CURRICULAR ISSUES 
BOX 22. MindMatters Whole-School Programme Integrated into Health Promotion Networks: A German Example 

A whole school approach, given emphasis in some German contexts, is MindMatters. MindMatters was developed in 
Australia in the late 1990s and adapted for German-speaking countries in 29 schools in Germany and 3 schools in 
Switzerland. It consists of eight modules promoting mental health, one of them a specific bullying-prevention module 
(Michaelsen-Gärtner and Witteriede, 2009). 

MindMatters is a whole school programme including all school personnel, pupils and parents for systematic and 
sustainable school development. Two different areas are addressed for the prevention of bullying: the people involved 
(personal competences like knowledge, skills and strategies) and school structures (school culture and atmosphere in 
class) (Michaelsen-Gärtner and Witteriede, 2009). Measures are taken on all three levels (school, class and individual), 
with the school level as the main focus: building a MindMatters school team, conducting a pre- and post-survey, 
advancing empathy and respect, improving the design of class rooms and schoolyard, establishing support systems for 
pupils, advancing responsiveness and helpfulness of teachers, conducting teacher trainings and more. 

For the first part of the study, 37 teachers, 435 pupils and 17 principals were surveyed (Michaelsen-Gärtner and 
Witteriede, 2009). Overall, the programme was favourably regarded. For the outcome evaluation, a pre-post-design 
was conducted in 2004 and 2005, questioning 633 teachers and 4019 pupils. The programme showed significant 
changes in school quality and communication from the teachers’ perspective, as well as increased commitment of 
teachers, clear rules, better school climate; it also improved mental health (psychosomatic com-plaints, negative 
feelings and stress) from the pupils’ perspective, although the effect sizes were small. The effect of the programme was 
significantly influenced by two factors: participation in school-specific training and the integration into health 
promotion networks (Michaelsen-Gärtner and Witteriede, 2009). However, analysis of the actual change of bullying 
behaviour prevalence is not directly addressed, which is crucial for judging the effect of the programme for current 
purposes. 

 

BOX 23. Examples of Ineffective, Counterproductive Approaches to School Bullying Prevention 

Nickerson et al.’s review (2013) highlights, ineffective and counterproductive approaches include:  

 Using threats or public put-downs to discourage the bullying perpetrator is detrimental and can lead to knock-on 
consequences (Macklem 2003). 

 Zero tolerance approaches for even minor rule violations is contraindicated (American Psychological Association 
Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Scherer and Nicker-son 2010). Morrison (2007) argues that not only does zero 
tolerance fail to work, it also promotes intolerance and discrimination, since such a policy works to discriminate 
against a minority of pupils with emotional and behavioural difficulties and fails to meet children’s rights in the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989). 

 Suspension and expulsion tends to disproportionately impact upon racial or minority groups (Gregory et al., 2010; 
Skiba et al., 1997). 
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TABLE 7. Types of social and emotional skills covered in national education systems objectives 

Countries 

 Social and emotional skills related to specific 
categories 

General social 
and emotional 

skills 

Achieving goals Working with 
others 

Managing 
emotions 

Austria     

Belgium (Fr)     

Belgium (Fl)     

Czech Republic     

Denmark     

Estonia     

Finland     

France     

Germany (Nth Rhine-Westphalia) 22     

Greece     

Hungary     

Ireland     

Italy     

Luxembourg     

Netherland     

Norway     

Poland     

Portugal     

Slovak Republic     

Slovenia     

Spain     

Sweden     

Switzerland (Canton of Zurich)     

United Kingdom     

Source: OECD, 2015. 

 Specifically stated 

 Implicitly stated 

 

  

                                                            

22 For Canada, Germany, Switzerland, the United Kingdom [and the US] in which curricula are set by subnational governments, the 

information presented in this table reflects the status of the most populous subnational entity in each of these countries 
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TABLE 8. Types of social and emotional skills covered in national curriculum frameworks 

Countries 

 Social and emotional skills related to specific 
categories 

General social 
and emotional 

skills 

Achieving goals Working with 
others 

Managing 
emotions 

Austria     

Belgium (Fr)     

Belgium (Fl)     

Czech Republic     

Denmark     

Estonia     

Finland     

France     

Germany (Nth Rhine-Westphalia) 23     

Greece     

Hungary     

Ireland     

Italy     

Luxembourg     

Netherland     

Norway     

Poland     

Portugal     

Slovak Republic     

Slovenia     

Spain     

Sweden     

Switzerland (Canton of Zurich)     

United Kingdom     

Source: OECD, 2015. 

 

  

                                                            

23 For Canada, Germany, Switzerland, the United Kingdom [and the US] in which curricula are set by subnational governments, the 

information presented in this table reflects the status of the most populous subnational entity in each of these countries 

 Specifically stated 

 Curriculum framework not available or not identified by the OECD Secretariat 

 Specifically stated 
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ANNEX 3. BOUNDARIES BETWEEN EDUCATION AND HEALTH 
Table 9 highlights the strong boundaries that typically pervade decision-making between education and health 
ministries in EU Member States.  

TABLE 9. Cross Government Cooperation on ELET (Early Leaving from Education and Training): Policy Areas Working 
  with Education at Central/Top-Level, 2013/2014 

Country Social affairs Health 

BE (FR)   

BE (DE)   

BE (NL)   

BG   

CZ   

DK   

DE   

EE ∞ ∞ 

IE   

EL   

ES   

FR   

HR ∞  

IT   

CY   

LV   

LT   

LU   

HU   

MT   

NL   

AT   

PL   

PT   

RO   

SI   

SK   

FI   

SE   

UK (1)   

UK (SCT)   

CH   

IS   

LI   

NO   

TR   

Source: Extracted from European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/CEDEFOP (2014, p.68). 

 

 There is a tradition of cross-government cooperation at central/top -level 

 Cooperation mechanisms are being tested within projects) 

 Cooperation mechanisms exist/are being developed 

 Other policy areas are involved but cooperation mechanisms are not yet established 
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 ∞ = No comprehensive strategy/no specific ELET policies/measures 

 UK (1) = UK – ENG/WLS/NIR 

 
TABLE 10. Professionals Involved in Tackling ELET (Early Leaving from Education and Training) at School and Community 
Level, 2013/14: Psychologists, Speech and Language Therapists 

Country Psychologists SLTs 

BE (FR)   

BE (DE)   

BE (NL)   

BG   

CZ   

DK   

DE   

EE ∞ ∞ 

IE   

EL   

ES   

FR   

HR ∞ ∞ 

IT   

CY   

LV   

LT   

LU   

HU   

MT   

NL   

AT   

PL   

PT   

RO   

SI   

SK   

FI   

SE   

UK (1)   

UK (SCT)   

CH   

IS   

LI   

NO   

TR   

Source: Extracted from European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice/CEDEFOP (2014, p.73/74). 

 
Notes: 
 Legal obligation/basis to form partnerships 

 Development of partnerships within projects 

 Institutionalised partnership practice 

 Professionals are involved but partnership practice is not yet well established 
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 ∞ = No comprehensive strategy/no specific ELET policies/measures 

 UK (1) = UK – ENG/WLS/NIR 

 

ANNEX 4. SCHOOL CLIMATE AND SOCIOECONOMIC EXCLUSION 
TABLE 11. Percentage of Socioeconomically Disadvantaged Students who Agree/Disagree with the Following Statements: 
School Belonging and Feeling Like an Outsider (from PISA 2012, Table III.2.3c) 

Countries 
I feel like I belong at school, %   

Agree (S.E) 
I feel like an outsider (or left out of 
things at school), % Disagree (S.E) 

Austria 82 (1.6) 89.9 (1.1) 

Belgium 63.5 (1.6) 88.4 (1.0) 

Czech Republic 73.6 (1.9) 80.5 (1.6) 

Denmark 69.3 (1.6) 90.3 (1.0) 

Estonia 78.2 (1.8) 90.0 (1.3) 

Finland 80.5 (1.1) 89.2 (1.0) 

France 38 (1.7) 73.2 (1.8) 

Germany 83.8 (1.6) 89.7 (1.4) 

Greece 87.8 (1.2) 83.9 (1.4) 

Hungary 83.5 (1.1) 85.6 (1.6) 

Ireland 76.7 (1.5) 91.6 (1.0) 

Italy 75 (0.9) 89.3 (0.6) 

Luxembourg 71.9 (1.7) 85.9 (1.2) 

The Netherlands 82.4 (1.7) 89.8 (1.3) 

Norway 83.5 (1.5) 89.1 (1.0) 

Poland 73.2 (1.8) 88.2 (1.3) 

Portugal 87.9 (1.2) 87.4 (1.5) 

Slovak Republic 75.4 (1.8) 74.0 (2.3) 

Slovenia 83.7 (1.7) 89.0 (1.2) 

Spain 92.1 (0.7) 90.1 (1.0) 

Sweden 74.8 (1.9) 87.0 (1.3) 

United Kingdom 74.9 (1.5) 86.9 (1.1) 

OECD Average 78.1 (0.3) 86.2 (0.2) 
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1.0 Introduction - Rape Crisis Network Ireland (RCNI) is a specialist resource and information centre 
on rape and all forms of sexual violence. The RCNI role since 1985 includes the development and 
coordination of national projects, working in an interagency manner with all statutory and other 
stakeholders, using our expertise to influence national policy and social change, and supporting and 
facilitating multi-agency partnerships. We are owned and governed by our member Rape Crisis 
Centres who provide free advice, counselling and other support services to survivors of sexual 
violence in Ireland. In this short submission we propose to only present unique and new RCNI data 
with our recommendations in the knowledge that submissions from our colleagues have already set 
the range of other matters before the Committee.   

1.1 RCNI first disaggregated RCC data on childhood experiences of sexual violence in 2011 and found 
that 23% who were adolescents at the time of being abused were abused by another adolescent the 
same age or slightly older.1 That figure rose to 37% in our larger 2013 study2. Since then RCNI has been 
consistently calling for action3.  

1.2 Specifically, RCNI has been calling for the Dept. of Education and Skills to put in place a national 
policy on sexual harassment for 2nd level schools. This would include counting sexual harassment and 
assault and addressing the negative social, educational and psychological harms associated with 
sexual bullying and violence4. This has not happened as laid before you by the Ombudsman for 
Children in oral hearing.5 RCNI have also strongly concluded that good curriculum content, 
(development of which is underway), is insufficient by itself to address this problem. We need a 
whole of system approach; we must move from the classroom into the corridor.   

1.3 In the absence of statutory action, Dr Michelle Walsh of Rape Crisis Midwest and RCNI undertook 
research (2018 – 2021) on the issue of adolescent sexual harassment and violence experience, 
understanding and the factors that contribute to sexual harassment and bullying to address our 
knowledge gap. The report is titled ‘Storm and Stress’: An Exploration of Sexual Harassment Among 
Adolescents: Experience and Understanding. Below we set out some of that new data and our 
recommendations. 

1.4 We know from existing research that offensive banter, jokes and unwelcome sexual advances 
are some of the behaviours that are part of this continuum of behaviour, and that some individuals 
who experience these behaviours are sometimes unable to recognise them as sexual harassment.   
Furthermore, societal as well as individual attitudes and behaviours towards violence, women and 

 
1 https://www.rcni.ie/wp-content/uploads/RCNIStatisticalReportOnCrimesOfChildSexualViolence.pdf 
2 https://www.rcni.ie/wp-content/uploads/Hearing-Child-Survivors-of-Sexual-Violence-2013.pdf 
This study of 15 RCC and CARI data found that 37% of perpetrators of sexual violence against child survivors were other 
children. These child perpetrators were generally the same age or slightly older than the child they abuse. They are 
overwhelmingly 15 to 17 years old (82%). From the age of 13 the likelihood of a sexual crime being perpetrated by a child 
increases such that 13 and 14 year olds account for 14% of all child perpetrators, 15 and 16 year olds account for almost 
39% of child perpetrators and 17 year olds account for 43% of child perpetrators. 
3 https://www.rcni.ie/wp-content/uploads/Older-Child-Policy-Document-FINAL.pdf 
4 Steinberg (2019, pg. 432) states that “one of the most pernicious effects of victimization is that it undermines academic 
performance, school attendance, school engagement and feelings of academic competence, all of which has cascading 
effects well beyond adolescents”. Holmes et al. (2016) suggest that adolescent bullying can impair cognitive development, 
and other researchers (Cornell et al., 2013; Espinoza et al., 2013; Moore et al., 2016; Steiner et al., 2015) highlight that 
adolescent school bullying is associated with poorer educational outcomes, which in turn results in diminished earning 
capacity in adulthood. 
5 
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_
innovation_and_science/2021-05-04/2/ 

https://www.rcni.ie/wp-content/uploads/Hearing-Child-Survivors-of-Sexual-Violence-2013.pdf
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the serious nature of different forms of sexual harassment can be both explicitly and implicitly 
condoned by social norms, thus trivialising the impact of sexual harassment. When discussing the 
introduction of education and awareness on relationship and sexual education it is important to 
bear in mind that our society already provides comprehensive training in sexism and gender 
inequality. This training starts as soon as socialisation starts and is well developed by the time 
children reach second level schools. 
  

1.5 This socialisation forms the backdrop for puberty where the physiological and cognitive changes 
relating to sexual behaviour that occur during adolescence often involve working out how to address 
and deal with desires and learning to successfully and appropriately incorporate sex into their 
intimate peer relationships against our cultural backdrop.  
 

 

2. The Study’s Key Findings  
The study outlines the amount of sexual harassment witnessed and experienced by 600 Irish 
adolescents, within their peer groups, over a 12 month period6. Dr Walsh further analyses 
differences in adolescent's exposure to sexual harassment across gender, sexual orientation and age 
groups. Her findings display clear patterns of sexual harassment being perpetrated against 
adolescents, with much of this abuse being perpetrated by their peers. 

 
2.1 Experiences of Sexual bullying within the one  year period 7: 

• 80% of adolescents disclosed being subjected to some form of sexual harassment 

• 24% of adolescents disclosed that they were subjected to physical or extreme forms of 
sexual harassment. 

• 83% of adolescents witnessed some form of sexual harassment 

• 28% of adolescents witnessed physical or extreme forms of sexual harassment 

• 78% of adolescent participants said that sexual harassment occurred within their peer 
community. 

2.2 Lifetime vulnerability to abuse and to becoming an abuser:  
• Key risk factors for being subjected to sexual harassment are gender, sexuality and age, with 

females, adolescents who identified as gay/pansexual, and adolescents aged 16-17 being 
subjected to much higher levels of sexual harassment. 

• Both female vulnerability to sexual violence, and acting out of harmful sexual behaviours in 
males manifest when the child is under the age of 13 and increases exponentially with age. 
Prevention and early intervention programme which do not target the younger child are too 
little, too late. 

• Vulnerability to sexual harassment and abuse increases with age. This finding from Storm 
and Stress concurs with SAVI and RCNI annual RCC data analysis, which tells us that if sexual 
violence perpetrated against a child is not adequately addressed as early as possible, the 
child is at a much higher risk of being subjected to further and more extreme forms of sexual 
violence throughout their life.  SAVI tells us that children who are subjected to penetrative 
sexual violence when under the age of 13 are at a sixteen-fold increased risk of re-
victimisation in adulthood. 

 
6 May 2018 – April 2019 
7 data was collected between May 2018 and April 2019 

file:///C:/Users/RCNI/Downloads/The_SAVI_Report_Sexual_abuse_and_violence_in_Irela.pdf
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• We can also see that children engage in progressively more serious forms of harmful 
sexualised behaviour and perpetration as they get older. This pattern of progression into 
criminality makes a strong case for early targeted intervention and perpetrator programmes 
directed at these children. 

 

2.3 Key risk factors in being subjected to sexual harassment: 

When the study analysed differences in gender, sexuality and age group we see some key 
characteristics that make children targets for sexual harassment. It is important to note that 
children's perceptions of vulnerability to being targeted to sexual harassment relates to two things: 
their lived experience and the cultural norms which have thought them how to interpret and name 
those experiences.  We see particularly worrying indications here that for girls, all too often abuse 
continues to be normalised, denied and minimised. This is against the back drop of inactivity by the 
Department. We also see evidence of potentially the impact of good practice where that gap 
between lived experience and the capacity to name it is much narrower for LGBTQ+ children, but 
still requires attention. This may be a positive outcome of the range of Dept. of Education & Skills 
guidance and policy on this matter since 2009.8  

 

• Females are 2.11 times more likely than males to report that they experienced unwelcome 
sexual comments.  

• Girls were 1.50 times more likely than boys to agree that sexual harassment occurs within 
their adolescent peer community.   

 

“It's just the way it is. Like you could be standing talking to your friends and like some guy will try and 
grab you or whatever. Like you just have to push them off or whatever. So, it’s kind of accepted, that 
just what boys do. Like, it is like hard because no one is going to do anything. It happens to everyone 
at least once.” (YP16). 

 

• LGBTQ adolescents were 2.95 times more likely to report that they had experienced 
unwelcome sexual comments in comparisons to straight adolescents.   

• Adolescents who identified as LGBTQ+ were 2.73 times more likely than respondents who 
identified as straight to agree that sexual harassment occurs within their adolescent peer 
community.   
 

• Older adolescents (16-17 years) were 1.96 times more likely than younger adolescents (13-
15 years) to agree that sexual harassment occurred within their peer community. 

 
 

 
8 https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Post-Primary-School-
Policies/school_policy_lgb_students_policies_guidelines.pdf is an early Departmental policy guidance 
published by the department in 2009, in 2016 four resources and guidance published by the Dept. Of 
Education and Skills and partners since 2009 were amalgamated and updated into one resource. This resource 
is led by GLEN and supported by the Dept. of Education and Skills and other partners 
https://www.education.ie/en/publications/education-reports/being-lgbt-in-school.pdf the list of previous 
Departmental published documents is in this bibliography. 

https://www.education.ie/en/publications/education-reports/being-lgbt-in-school.pdf
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2.4 Location of Adolescent sexual harassment 
 
Adolescents who took part in this research disclosed that of the sexual harassment perpetrated 
against them in the previous twelve months:   

• 42% most commonly occurred online  

• 23% said it was most commonly experienced in the company of friends   

• 12% reported that school was the most common location 

• 10% said that sexual harassment happened in pubs and clubs  

• A further 10% said it most commonly happened when socializing in towns, parks festivals or 
at house parties or within their own homes. 

 
It is worth noting here that although schools are identified as the most common locations of sexual 
harassment in only 12% of cases, most adolescents spend a substantial part of their week in school 
with their friends and online which accounts for a further 65% of the most common contexts of 
sexual harassment. 

 
2.5 Experiencing sexual harassment within education in one year 
 
Adolescents reported experiencing high levels of sexual harassment within their school communities 
with  

• 63% disclosing that they were subjected to someone making unwelcome sexual comments, 
jokes or gestures to or about them in the last year.    

• 15% of respondents stating that they had personal experiences of peer sexual harassment 
while in school over the preceding year. 

• 39% of participants reported witnessing incidents of sexual harassment involving their peers 
within school in the last year 

 
2.6 Responding to sexual harassment within education 

 
• 23% of adolescents felt that sexual harassment within school is common, often overlooked 

or not adequately disciplined by school authorities.   

• 47% of adolescents stated that they would not know how to report sexual harassment 
within their school if they were exposed to it.   

• 63% of adolescents didn’t know if a sexual harassment policy was in existence within their 
school.   

• 36% of adolescents reported receiving no formal education pertaining to sexual harassment 
while at school. 

• 65% of adolescents referenced the need for comprehensive sexual education in schools to 
challenge sexual harassment. 
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3. RCNI Recommendations 
Sexual harassment and bullying within schools cannot be viewed in isolation. It is part of a wider 
societal problem of sexism and gender-based violence. Its impact on a child’s education and mental 
health cannot be underestimated. RCNI recommends: 

1. Every school community to have an explicit zero tolerance of sexual harassment and 
violence which proactively shapes a safe learning environment. This should be formalised 
and monitored in a national policy put in place to ensure best practice and consistency to 
support the children involved, to reduce instances of secondary trauma, to prevent negative 
impacts on their school performance and interventions to ensure the victimisation does not 
become a further source of bullying. Such a policy should also provide proven interventions 
with children exhibiting harmful sexualised behaviour. 

2. Align with a whole of Government response to societal norms and practices that enable 
sexism, gender inequality, and stereotyping. 

3. RCNI endorse the NCCA report (2019) on the review of RSE and its recommendations on 
how best to sustainably support the delivery of RSE. 

1. Reform current RSE curriculum to be more comprehensive and to include sexism, sexual 
violence and pornography and not just consent. 

2. Ensure that RSE addresses the experiences of both younger and older adolescents, in 
addition to experiences based upon ability, gender and sexual orientation. 

3. Ensure that RSE educators, and youth workers receive external supervision and access to 
counselling support. 

4. While respecting diversity, ensure school patronage, ethos and parental ethos cannot 
prevent the child's right to sex education and a safe learning environment.  

5. Appoint a Digital Safety Commission for Ireland and ensure children have access to the 
proposed and robust ‘report and take down’ mechanisms under consideration in the Online 
Safety and Media Regulation Bill. 

6. Provide training to agencies and organisations, in health care, community and education to 
understand and respond to adolescent sexual harassment.    

7. Ensure the availability of counselling and support services to adolescents within the schools 
and the community.  

8. Provide information and support for parents and primary caregivers regarding gender 
norms and their impact upon experiences of adolescent sexual harassment. 

9. Encourage help seeking for those who experience or perpetrate sexual harassment within 
interpersonal relationships. 
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Submission To: Joint Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science.  

From: Hugh Ahern  

Date: 26.05.2021 

Ref No: JCES-I-2021-[363] 

Re: Submission on “School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health”. 

I would like to thank the Joint Committee on Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and 

Science for the invitation to submit to the committees’ examination on School Bullying and The Impact 

on Mental Health.  

Forms of bullying  

• Physical bullying 

• Verbal bullying 

• Social bullying 

• Cyberbullying 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Introduction 
My name is Hugh Ahern and I am currently a student of the Patrician Academy Mallow. I am currently in 

my 2nd year. I am also a former member of the Turn2me youth advisory panel. I have a keen interest in 

social issues. 

The definition of bullying is the repeated use of threats or violence in an attempt to 

harm or intimidate others (Collins English Dictionary). 

The definition for cyberbullying is “ the use of the internet to frighten or upset someone, usually by 

sending them unpleasant messages”(Collins English Dictionary). 

A nationwide survey of bullying in First and Second level schools conducted by Trinity College, Dublin, 

estimates that some 31% of primary and 16% of secondary students have been bullied at some time in 
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their school years. This figure is very concerning, as no student should have to experience bullying in 

their childhood.  

A report from the UK Office of Communications indicated that up to 45% of people in the UK have 

experienced some form of online bullying, I would imagine that this figure would be similar in Ireland. 

While Cyberbullying tends to not take place during the school day, it may be carried out by a student 

outside of school hours. It is a lot more difficult for a teacher, fellow student, parent or guardian to spot 

cyberbullying from normal bullying. 

However, normal bullying has no record of the act, only human reflection.  Cyberbullying has a digital 

footprint and can be traced back to the day it began. 

Cyberbullying can often be more harmful and more threatening than other forms of bullying as it is 

always with you and there is no getting away from it. 

The People who are involved in Bullying: 

There are three main people involved in bullying; the victim, the bully and the bystanders. 

The Effects of Bullying: 

Bullying may have a life lasting effect on students.  Some examples of these effects are the following: 

depression and anxiety, increased feelings of sadness and loneliness, changes in sleep and eating 

patterns, and loss of interest in activities they used to enjoy.  

What can the Education System do? 

I personally believe that the current SPHE course needs to further address the topic of bullying. 

Recommendations   

1. I would recommend the committee advise the Department of Education to look at updating the 

Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary September 2013 as some of the policy 

may be outdated as it is eight years old and a lot of changes have happened since then. 

2. I also would recommend a full over-haul of the topic of bullying within the SPHE curriculum and 

make a more up-to-date  curriculum. 

3. I also would recommend that it be made mandatory for all teachers to go on a training course 

about Bullying in the school environment, which confronts issues from the point of view of the 

bully, the victim and the bystanders. 

4. I recommend that it should be mandated that there is a student representative present at key 

policy decisions pertaining to student issues, such as an Anti-Bullying policy on the school board 

of management as the students get very little or no say in these policy decisions and they are 

the ones with the experiences. 

5. I also believe that there should be a wellbeing day in each school across the country as many 

students can get overwhelmed by day to day social interactions. 

6. Each school should also be required to have a counseling service for students who need to talk 

to a professional rather than a teacher. 
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7. I also believe that schools should promote the idea of seeking help or talking to people, as many 

students may feel they should not talk, in case they are further bullied . 

8. I also believe that there should be the appointment of a student and a member of staff as an 

Anti-bullying and Wellbeing Officer.  Their main duties should be promoting the wellbeing of 

students in school and running wellbeing events. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission and I welcome any questions and comments. 

Kind Regards 

Hugh Ahern 
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Submission to the Joint Committee on education regarding 

bullying 

Down Syndrome Ireland 

May 2021 

 

1. Down Syndrome Ireland have had ongoing engagement with the Department of 
Education & Skills over many years to highlight the needs of students with Down 
syndrome. We welcome the opportunity to make this submission on bullying.  

 
2. We are very aware that disruption due to Covid 19 has resulted in children losing hard-

won skills in the areas of communication, personal care and self-regulation whilst also 
experiencing distress, anxiety and confusion at changes in routine. All these factors 
serve to widen the gap between children with Down syndrome and their peers, and 
in some environments, children who are perceived as different are likely to be bullied. 

 
3. In order to make this submission we surveyed our members to find out about their 

experiences regarding bullying.  
 

4. In the survey we defined bullying as the repeated use of a power differential to 
intimidate, abuse or exclude, and highlighted that this can be physical, verbal or social 
and that it can be in-person or online. 

 
5. Responses to the survey suggested that around 16% of students with Down syndrome 

have experienced bullying in school, but many parents commented that this is just the 
bullying that they know about. As always, when considering children who may have 
significant communication challenges we need to be conscious that they may not be 
able to describe and report on behaviours of concern while they are happening. We 
are aware of cases where bullying was only identified when the child’s communication 
skills had matured enough to be able to relate their experiences, sometimes years 
later.   

2021/237 



 

2 | P a g e  

 

6. ‘She didn’t want to go to school and I wasn’t aware of what was going on until much 
later.’ 

7. ’My child probably would not tell about bullying.’ 
 

8. The most common forms of bullying identified (in order of frequency) were: 
Name calling, teasing or other verbal abuse 

Being frequently excluded by their peer group 

Being repeatedly sanctioned or punished for getting things wrong when it’s 
likely they did not fully understand a rule or situation 

 
9. It’s clear from the types of bullying that families are referring to bullying of students 

by both peers and teachers/principals. Bullying usually happens in the yard or in the 
classroom, but can also happen in other locations and online. 

 
10. ‘Bullying and seeing bullying had a huge impact on my daughter. Went from a very 

happy open child to a very introverted child...she was told she was ugly and had 
Down syndrome and stupid. School dismissed any bullying ever happening. Main 

child that was bullying was the apple of the teacher’s eye.’(Parent of a 17 year old) 
 

11. Although my daughter has never been bullied it is very tough. She is never invited to 
play dates. This makes me very sad and she is a twin and they will invite the twin on 

her own. (Parent of an 11 year old) 
 

12. The survey also highlighted the power differential between parents and schools, with 
45% of parents reporting that they felt intimidated or excluded when trying to 
advocate for their child. 8% of these said that this had happened only once, but 92% 
had experienced this on multiple occasions.  

 
13. ‘You always walk that fine line between advocating for your child versus not wanting 

to cause a fuss, as school may see the whole idea of having a child with special needs 
as too much hassle’ 

 
14. ‘School's policy of suspension has been used regularly and it is very intimidating when 

called to meet principal / vice principal and the way they speak to us as parents. 
Often the trigger for the behaviour is not investigated or understood. Suspension is 

not serving any educational purpose for our son - there is no learning opportunity to 
learn from his mistakes.’ (Parent of a 14 year old) 

 
15. It is well evidenced that bullying can have long term negative consequences that can 

last well into adulthood resulting in low self-esteem, poor body image, anger issues 
and mental health issues such as depression and anxiety. We have had anecdotal 
examples of this over the years. When some adults with Down syndrome speak 
about their experiences of bullying in school, they are still traumatised by the 
experience and often react as if it was a recent event. This is often accompanied by a 
sense of injustice and a strong desire to ensure that other children don't have to go 
through similar experiences. For others these memories have been repressed and 
only come to light in adulthood resulting in missed opportunities to support the 
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person to deal with the trauma. Some of these experiences are described here in this 
information booklet made by one of our adult committees: 

 
16.  https://downsyndrome.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Im-OK_Youre_Mean.pdf 

 
17. There are significant power differentials between schools and families, between 

teachers and students and between students and their peers, and unfortunately, in 
some cases this power is being abused. It is difficult for parents to challenge 
attitudes and practices in school while trying to maintain a working partnership.  

 
18. The survey did highlight some encouraging signs of whole school approaches which 

seem to be working. One parent of a 5 year old child said there is a ‘Wonderful, 
inclusive atmosphere in the school’ while a parent of an 11 year old said it ‘would not 
be tolerated in our school if it did ever occur. The children in our school are taught 
from a young age to include everyone as our equal and that as Individuals we can 
still all be different, but can still be the same’ 

 
19. In summary, significant numbers of students with Down syndrome do experience 

bullying in our education system, both by peers and by teachers and principals. Family 
members are also intimidated, excluded and disempowered, and this may be more 
common than bullying of the student. We need to work to ensure that schools are 
truly inclusive settings which value every individual, while also supporting potentially 
vulnerable students to develop the skills to communicate their experiences. This 
requires a holistic focus. The value the student with Down syndrome brings to the 
school community will not easily be recognised in a system which is focused on leaving 
cert points and college places, rather than on supporting every student to reach their 
individual goals and potential. Systemic changes are needed. 

 
 
 
 
 
Barry Sheridan       Nicola Hart    Fidelma Brady 
CEO          Head of Member Support  Head of Education 
Down Syndrome Ireland       Down Syndrome Ireland   Down Syndrome Ireland 
 
 
 

 

 

https://downsyndrome.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Im-OK_Youre_Mean.pdf


1 
 

 
 
 

Our Submission to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education, 
Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science on 

the Impact of Bullying on Autistic Pupil’s Mental Health 
 

Introduction 
 

AsIAm would like to take the opportunity to thank the Committee for inviting us to make a 
submission on this important topic. Autistic young people are disproportionately affected by 
both bullying and mental health challenges. Research suggests that autistic people are 
significantly more likely to experience bullying than their neurotypical peers with at least 40% 
of autistic students experiencing bullying during their time in education1. Bullying is strongly 
linked in literature to mental health challenges, suicide and suicidal ideation, self-harm and 
challenges into adulthood. This is concerning when we consider that autistic children are 4 
times likelier to develop a mental health condition like clinical depression than their 
neurotypical peers2, are 28 times more likely to attempt suicide3, and those individuals on the 
spectrum without an intellectual disability being 9 times more likely to die by suicide4. 
 
In recent years, there have been significant efforts to create a more inclusive education 
system. 1 in 65 Irish schoolchildren today has a diagnosis of autism and 86% of those children 
attend mainstream school5, either in the mainstream classroom or in a special class within a 
mainstream school. It is important that inclusion is not solely equated with participation in a 
particular school setting. It must be so that autistic young people are fully included in school 
communities which understand, accept, and affirm their differences. In addition, to support 
true community inclusion, we must make sure that all young people leaving our education 
system are equipped to live, work, and play with people who are different this is the only way 
we will create truly inclusive communities, prepare young people for the modern world, and 
end the scourge of bullying. 
 
It is vital to recognise at this stage that many young people are amongst the most progressive 
in efforts to bring about an inclusive Ireland. In an Attitudes to Autism Poll published by our 
organisation on World Autism Day 2019, 1 in 3 people between the ages of 18 and 25 reported 
having an autistic person in their friends’ circles. We should take encouragement from this 

 
1 Maïano, Christophe, et al. (2015). ‘Prevalence of School Bullying Among Youth with Autism Spectrum 
Disorders: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis’, Autism Research, 9(6), pgs.601-615. Online. Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.1568  
2 Hudson CC, Hall L, Harkness KL. (2019). ‘Prevalence of Depressive Disorders in Individuals with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder: a Meta-Analysis’, Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 47(1), pgs.65-175. Online. 
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-018-3542-9 
3 Autistica. (2019). Personal Tragedies, Public Crisis: The Urgent Need for a National Response to Early Death in 
Autism. Pg.3 
4 Ibid. Pg.3. 
5 National Council for Special Education. (2016). NCSE Policy Advice: Supporting Students with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder in Schools. Pg.5. 
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that inclusive education benefits both autistic pupils and their neurotypical peers. In schools 
across the country there are young people who actively reach out and include their autistic 
classmates, and numerous schools are doing hugely innovative work in building the self-
advocacy skills of their autistic pupils; we must nevertheless ensure that such initiatives are 
universal and systemic. To achieve this goal, significant effort and investment is required. 
Autistic pupils must not be passive participants in their educational and support journey, but 
actively empowered to understand their rights and how they should expect to be treated by 
other people, be taught skills in how to self-advocate and, critically, be given self-confidence 
and belief. It is vital that their neurotypical peers are asked to learn about autism, to adapt to 
meet autistic young people in the middle and receive clear instruction from home and school 
that it is never acceptable to treat people badly because of difference. 
 
Finally, investment is required to ensure schools have the skills and support systems to 
address bullying as it arises and that young autistic people, who experience bullying, are able 
to gain timely access to mental health supports. Autistic people do not enjoy parity of access 
to mental health services in Ireland from public or private providers. This potentially prevents 
bullying being identified at an earlier stage and does not provide young people with the 
crucial support they need to process their experiences and address them prior to reaching 
crisis point. 
 
Below we outline key challenges which can lead to the bullying of autistic people within our 
education system and also outline a number of recommendations for the Committee’s 
consideration 
 

Key Challenges 
 
Public attitude and role of the family 
At the outset, it is crucial to recognise that the bullying of autistic students in a school context 
cannot be separated from broader prejudice, discrimination or dated attitudes within our 
society.  
 
Autism is an invisible disability which is still surrounded by a significant degree of stigma. 
Many autistic people do not feel confident to share their experiences with other people for 
fear of being treated differently, patronised or misjudged. Autistic people often 
communicate, think and experience the environment in a very different way to the vast 
majority of people however a lack of public education can often mean that instead of 
receiving support when overwhelmed or struggling to access a public setting, our community 
members can be misjudged as being challenging or the subject of ridicule.  
 
We also have within our society a deeply ingrained ableism, which many people are simply 
unaware exists. A key example of this is how historic language linked to disability such as “the 
r-word” and “the s-word” continue to be used to describe people in a negative way, despite 
living in a generation which is perhaps more sensitive to the power of language than any 
before it.  
 
This context is important because whilst schools must play an important role in educating 
young people about diversity and challenging discrimination or bullying when it occurs, we 
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cannot underestimate the influence of the home and family in this issue. It is vital that parents 
lead by example in showing their children to respect difference, by practising inclusion in their 
own work and recreational lives and in communicating the expectation that all people should 
be treated with respect. It should be noted that a significant minority of parents continue to 
hold the view that schools should not be obliged to include those with additional needs. These 
attitudes must change and be challenged in order for real inclusion to occur. One example of 
how this could take place is a greater use of the Section 38A power in Education (School 
Admissions) Act 2018 to compel school communities to open autism classes where there has 
been an historic reluctance.  
 
Lack of understanding and acceptance amongst peers 
Stigma is allowed to flourish when we don’t talk about issues, equip young people to engage 
with difference or recognise that diversity is present. Ireland’s social history teaches us this 
truth on a whole range of issues. 
 
The Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004 provides for the 
education of all students to better understand disability and their peers. The reality remains 
that in many school communities there continues to be a lack of confidence in leading this 
discussion, often out of a genuine fear of getting it wrong or causing offence. The reality is 
though that this reluctance, in and of itself, creates stigma and fails to trust our young 
people’s maturity and openness to inclusion – whilst not giving them the language or 
knowledge to understand why people may need to do things differently in classroom or social 
settings.  
 
It is vital that young people are taught about disability from a young age, as a mainstream 
diversity issue within society. 
 
Approach to difference 
It is important that we approach difference in an equitable, inclusive way. This means that 
just as we educate young autistic people to understand how neurotypical people 
communicate, think and interact, it is important that neurotypical students are taught the 
reverse. 
 
Schools must demonstrate to young people that autism is not a deficit but a difference and 
emphasise the need to learn to understand and respect each other. Autistic people should 
not be asked to change to conform to a neurotypical world and this approach should be taken 
through every aspect of school life. 
 
Insufficient teacher training 
If teachers do not feel that they have had adequate training in autism for their own practice, 
they are not well placed to teach students about autism or to be able to identify where an 
autistic student may be experiencing bullying or mental health challenges. 
 
Recognition of bullying 
Many autistic young people may not always recognise when they are being bullied or 
mistreated. A pupil who genuinely wants to make friends may find themselves being taken 
advantage of, being encouraged to engage in behaviour which might lead to them getting in 
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trouble or being used or taken advantage of. In addition, understanding the subtleties of 
social media, instant messaging and indeed complex areas of life such as sexuality or 
relationships can leave autistic students particularly exposed. 
 
It is important that we recognise that not all bullying will be obvious to see and provide 
evidence-based support to young people to understand when they may be the victim of 
bullying  
 
Self-advocacy and confidence 
It is important to do all we can to prevent bullying and equip young people to understand 
when they are experiencing it, but it is as important to give autistic pupils resilience tools to 
limit the impact on mental health and ensure a person knows their intrinsic value and their 
rights when they are being treated badly. 
 
Too often autistic young people are not taught explicit self-advocacy skills, which are so 
important in a wide range of areas but are of particular value in helping an autistic person ask 
for help if they have been bullied, to understand why they do things differently and have self-
respect and confidence for who they are. 
 
Intersectionality 
Autistic students are not one-dimensional. Many young people within our community have 
co-occurring disability diagnosis, are members of the LGBTQIA+ community, are Travellers or 
members of another racial or ethnic minority to name just some forms of intersectionality. 
When a person is a member of more than one minority group they are perhaps even more 
exposed to experiencing bullying or mental health challenges or indeed to experiencing 
rejection even within both minority communities. 
 
Our approaches to addressing bullying and the impact on mental health must provide for 
intersectionality 
 
Lack of support 
It must be acknowledged that a lack of appropriate support from the State can in turn lead to 
an autistic student being more likely to experience bullying or not receive the support 
required when bullying occurs. 
 
Our Invisible Children report (2019) captured the experiences of over 300 young people who 
were either out of school or not in an appropriate school place, 27% of respondents reported 
that a reason for their absence from school was the experience of bullying or isolation6. This 
is concerning as it suggests both a lack of addressing bullying in a timely manner, to the 
detriment of the victim, and the onwards implication of a lack of appropriate supports and 
resources when this occurs. 
 
Many autistic people continue to experience lengthy delays for assessment and appropriate 
supports. A young person who have not received appropriate speech and language and 

 
6AsIAm. (2019). Invisible Children. A Survey on School Exclusion and Withdrawal in Ireland’s Autism Community. 
Pg.18. 
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occupational therapy or psychological support may be more likely to be subjected to bullying 
or indeed less likely to have the skills to effectively address the experience. In addition, 
autistic girls and others who mask their experiences of autism can often be the last to receive 
either supports or diagnosis and so very susceptible to the impact of bullying. 
 
A lack of appropriate SNA support, inappropriate school placement or insufficient support 
from NEPs can also leave young people with additional needs exposed to bullying and its 
impacts on mental health. 
 
Appropriate mental health care 
There is an entirely unacceptable lack of supports for autistic children and adolescents 
requiring mental health care. Whilst waiting times for assessment and support can be 
enormous, it is also the reality that for many young people an appropriate service simply does 
not exist. 
 
This is a breach of the fundamental rights of the child and persons with disabilities. There is a 
need to urgently clarify the clinical pathway for mental health support for autistic young 
people and to appropriately resource it. 
 
There is also a need for a culture shift within mental health services, public and private, to 
ensure that the needs of autistic young people are understood, respected and met and that 
clinicians have the knowledge and confidence to treat autistic young people, who may have 
been the victim of bullying, who are experiencing mental health challenges.  
 

Recommendations 
 

In conclusion, we would ask the Committee to consider the following recommendations: 
 

1) Public Engagement and Student Education 
We would ask the Committee to support the development of a public engagement 
campaign to educate whole school communities, including parents, on the benefits of 
inclusive education, the value of difference and impact of bullying. Specifically, we 
believe a national programme should be developed to educate all students about 
autism, neurodiversity and disability. The Department of Education should also 
establish a National Disability Inclusion Week and encourage all schools to engage 
with it. 
 

2) Self-Advocacy Supports 
We believe an evidence-based programme should be developed and rolled out to 
support autistic young people to better understand and accept themselves, their 
needs and abilities and how to effectively self-advocate. This programme could be 
developed by the relevant Departmental agencies and should place the lived 
experience of autism and a rights-based approach at its core. 

 
3) Investment in appropriate in-school supports 

To truly create an inclusive education system, it is vital that further investment is 
provided to upskill teachers, provide much-needed SNA support, create the required 
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number of appropriate school placements in all localities and ensure schools have 
access to in-school therapy supports and NEPS. 

 
4) Engagement with mental health services 

We would ask the Committee to interact with the Oireachtas Joint Committee on 
Health and the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Children, Equality, Disability, 
Integration and Youth and to consider calling relevant witnesses to highlight the link 
between the challenges young people are facing in school, including bullying, and the 
present discriminatory approach to the provision of mental health services which 
means that young people with additional needs do not have parity of access to such 
support. 
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The Helping Hands Wellness and Anti-Bullying Programme 

 

A New Approach To: 

▪ Early Identification of Hidden Bullying 

▪ Psychological Safety and Inclusion of Students 

 

 

 

 

Contents: 
 

1. Introduction 

2. Executive Summary 

3. Key Issues 

4. A new Evidence Based Approach 

5. Main Recommendations 
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1. Introduction 

 

About the Author 

 

▪ I have worked in the educational sector all my life: as a teacher, a teacher educator and in the 

support services, SLSS and PDST.  My specific interest is in student wellbeing.  

▪ My PhD research focused on ‘Early Identification of Hidden Bullying’.  

→ Please refer to my cover letter for more information. 

▪ I am the CEO and Director of the Cooperative Learning Institute.  

▪ I was a Social Entrepreneur Award Winner in 2019 for ‘Helping Hands Wellness and Anti-

Bullying Programme’: 

→ This represents the culmination of my life’s work. 

▪ This new programme is currently adopted by many schools throughout Ireland (despite 

pandemic) and has proved to be hugely successful. 

→ Testimonials, case studies, examples, can be provided if required. 

 

My mission is to make this new approach available to teachers to help identify hidden bullying in ‘real time’ 

and ensure that all students feel included and psychologically safe in school.  

 

This innovative programme is a new approach that provides teachers and schools with cutting edge skills and 

tools to ensure the inclusion, wellbeing, and psychological safety of students.  The software element of the 

programme assigns students to classwork teams, based on student choices.  It provides teachers with a ‘heat 

map’ of relationship dynamics hidden in the peer group.  Vulnerable students are identified before problems 

escalate or complaints are made allowing early interventions to be implemented.  It has been developed 

through rigorous research and it is leading thinking. 

 

http://www.cooperation.ie/
mailto:info@cooperation.ie
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2. Executive Summary 

The Problem  

▪ International research has found that 85% of students do not report bullying to parents or teachers. 

While known within the peer group, it is typically hidden form parents, teachers, and school 

authorities. Targets typically suffer in silence and are unable to defend themselves.   

▪ For the 15% who do report, the investigative approach is currently recommended. However, this 

results in difficult and time-consuming investigations, which are extremely traumatic for students 

(including targeted students). Parents are understandably distressed and angry. The process is very 

stressful for teachers and schools, and all involved. 

▪ Teaching, learning, and classroom culture are all impacted by hidden/invisible relationship dynamics. 

 

The Solution  

▪ Helping Hands Wellness and Anti-Bully Programme (Helping Hands WABP) has proven to be hugely 

beneficial in relation to uncovering hidden dynamics is classes and schools. 

▪ The programme is easy to use.  Students answer a simple and quick teamwork questionnaire, in relation 

to who they would like to work with on a specific teamwork assignment. 

▪ From a teachers perspective, the statistical analysis gleaned from this identifies the underlying 

psychological structure of the classroom relationship dynamics that is normally hidden from them.  

▪ Vulnerable students are identified and early interventions can then be implemented, thus preventing 

escalations, and helping silent victims. 

▪ The Helping Hands WABP assists teachers/schools to interpret the results and also includes cutting 

edge training and information to facilitate their understanding of the psychology of bullying/hidden 

bulling. 

▪ Teachers can use the software sociometric instrument to monitor and improve classroom relationships 

on an ongoing basis. 

▪ This is not another add on programme, rather it integrates with and supports classroom management. 

 

The Benefits  

▪ Traumatic and often lengthy bullying investigations are minimised. 

▪ Parent/school conflicts are reduced. 

▪ Psychological safety and wellbeing of students is enhanced. 

▪ Teachers have data to make changes in class and ensure classroom harmony. 

 

http://www.cooperation.ie/
mailto:info@cooperation.ie
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3. Key Issues 

 

The Problem of Hidden Bullying 

Schools take their responsibilities towards the students in their care very seriously and most have a zero-

tolerance approach to bullying.  This approach has been successful at preventing visible behaviours such as 

overt physical or verbal abuse.  It cannot, however, impact invisible bullying behaviours such as subtle 

exclusion from the peer group.  The Growing up in Ireland survey found that only 23% of the parents of 

bullied 10-year olds were aware of it.  A figure of 15% has been found for older students (Card & Hodges, 

2008). Many anti-bullying interventions deal with the 15% who report. This supports my research that most 

bullying is hidden. The innovative aspect of my research is its ability to uncover the hidden 85% who 

suffer in silence and do not report.  

 

Teachers rarely have access to the world of student relationships outside of the formal setting of the classroom.  

Bullying is typically hidden in the peer group and invisible to school staff and parents.  Although other students 

are usually aware of the bullying, it is difficult for peers to act.  The resultant distress for those being bullied 

can negatively affect their health, school attendance, educational performance, and have an ongoing negative 

impact on their lives into the future. 

 

 

Current Approaches 

 

Current approaches to tackling bullying rely heavily on reporting and on post facto investigations.  They 

depend on proof of bullying that has already taken place.  Investigations can be overly focused on the – already 

powerful – person who has bullied, rather than on empowerment of the – already disempowered – target.  The 

investigative approach can escalate tensions and be inconclusive while consuming inordinate amounts of the 

time and energy of school leaders and teachers.  
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4. A New Approach - Helping Hands Wellness and Anti-Bullying 

Programme  
 

This programme gives teachers access to the world of the silent and often unnoticed 85%.  It provides cutting 

edge knowledge, skills and tools for schools to ensure inclusion, wellbeing and psychological safety of 

students.  It provides teachers with a heat map of relationship dynamics that are hidden in the peer group.  

Vulnerable students can be identified before problems escalate or complaints are made, and facilitating 

measures that can assist them be put in place.  Rather than another ‘add on’ programme, the software 

instrument integrates with classroom management and helps to reduce rather than increase teachers’ workload.  

 

 

Our award-winning programme has been developed through rigorous research and is based on international 

best practice and leading thinking.  It combines high-quality professional development for school personnel 

with an easy-to-use diagnostic tool that assigns students to classwork teams based on their own choices.  It 

also accesses underlying relationship dynamics in groups.  It can pinpoint students who are already excluded 

from the peer group, as well as identifying situations where there is a potential for bullying to occur or to 

escalate.   

 

Teachers can use this new knowledge and software instrument to:  

▪ Prevent bullying and to ensure psychologically safe classrooms 

▪ Intervene early before bullying becomes entrenched 

▪ Develop classroom teams that are welcoming to all 

▪ Build support networks around vulnerable students 

▪ Create conditions that make it safe for students to tell 

▪ Help empower students who are victimised 

▪ Ensure that students who engage in bullying behaviour learn to have appropriate levels of power 

▪ Engage the support of parents 

 

The software instrument can also be employed for School Self-Evaluation (SSE).  It can yield high quality 

data to inform school improvement. it is designed so that minimum teacher input is required in its 

implementation.  
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5. Main Recommendations 
 

▪ Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools (2013) be updated, ideally to include 

this prevention programme that has proven to be successful. 

▪ The rollout of this programme to be awarded maximum support and funding as it identifies classroom 

dynamics that can lead to bullying. 

▪ It resolves the post facto nature of other anti-bullying interventions that wait for a complaint to be 

made (most students do not report) and then conduct traumatic investigations. 

▪ This programme has opened up a broad new avenue of Anti-Bullying and Wellness research. Further 

research needs to be conducted and research funding provided as students wellness and psychological 

safety in school is, unfortunately, a pressing issue. 

 

 

 

http://www.cooperation.ie/
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Bullying in Secondary Schools: More Needs to be Done 
 

The most current up-to-date statistics available on the prevalence of bullying in Irish schools were 
published in January 2020 by The Irish Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) Study. These 
results showed that in 2014, 25% of children (aged 10 to 17) reported having been bullied once or 
more than once in the couple of months prior to the survey and that this had increased to 30% in 2018 
[1]. These figures provide evidence that there has been no positive change in the prevalence of 
bullying behaviours among teenagers in secondary schools in Ireland since, and despite, the 
publication of national guidelines by the D.E.S. in 2013. Given these statistics, the question needs to 
be asked, what more can be done to tackle the underlying causes of bullying in schools. As with any 
problem that needs to be addressed, it is necessary to analyse the root causes of bullying and to use 
this analysis to determine the nature of any intervention strategies used to address bullying 
behaviours in secondary schools.  

 
 
 

Bullying: A Positive Negative Behaviour 
 
Most human behaviour – whether positive or negative – has a purpose, in that it fulfils a psychological 
need. Adolescents, and indeed all individuals, take part in positive behaviour, such as playing a sport 
or musical instrument, to obtain positive feelings. Similarly, individuals often engage in negative 
behaviour, consciously or unconsciously, to gain a positive outcome.  For example, people who take 
illegal drugs, or individuals who steal a car, generally do so in the hope of gaining something positive. 
Research refers to this phenomena as  ‘positive negative behaviour’ [2]. In a similar way, it could also 
be argued that an individual’s interactions with others, be they positive or negative, are also designed 
to meet a need. Some research has concluded that bullying behaviour may, in some way, fulfil a 
psychological need [3], [4]. As a result, it needs to be asked why people engage in bullying behaviours 
and what psychological need is being fulfilled [5], [6], or put simply, what are the benefits, and what 
is the payoff from bullying activities [3]? 
 
Research has highlighted some emotional outcomes from engaging in bullying behaviour. Bullying can 
allow the perpetrator to experience the positive feeling of dominance over others, gain respect and 
recognition, reinforce acceptance, and achieve a certain social status within a peer group [2], [7]. In 
addition, further evidence suggests  that outwardly, bullies seem to display high levels of self-esteem 
and confidence, however, the majority of those who bully have low self-esteem or an absence of self-
confidence, which can manifest itself in feelings such as powerlessness [8]. Indeed, there is a strong 
relationship between feelings of poor self-esteem and bullying behaviour [9]–[13]. It has been shown 
that the greater the frequency of bullying, the lower the self-esteem, and as a result, the bullying 
activities may have the effect of restoring self-esteem by replacing negative feelings about oneself 
with more positive feelings [2], [7], [8].  Some researchers have argued that for some individuals who 
engage in bullying, the bullying activity acts as façade or social mask to hide the fact that they may 
feel vulnerable, have strong feelings of inadequacy, and feel bad about themselves, or because they 
may have deep-seated insecurities [3], [4], [8], [14]–[16]. This negative view can occur as a result of, 
for example, poor academic performance or jealousy – which can trigger low self-esteem brought on 
by the success of others – and so the perpetrators to compensates in order to achieve status by 
bullying [13], [16], [17]. As a result, bullying behaviours can be viewed as a mechanism to restore self-
esteem  when the self is under threat, and can act as a viable coping mechanism [3], [4], [8], [18]. 
Moreover, individuals who have an unfavourable evaluation of themselves, or who find themselves in 
situations where they feel negative emotions such as anger, or frustration or jealousy, may have a 
need to remove these negative feelings and replace them with positive ones gained from a display of 
confidence and toughness which serves to cover up their own negative feelings or sense of inadequacy 
[10], [10], [13], [18].  
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This research leads to the conclusion that ‘positive’ outcomes derived from bullying behaviour can 
protect the individual from negative emotions and can act as a behavioural tool with valuable 
outcomes that serve a function for the perpetrators [4] [2], [19], [20]. Put simply, bullying behaviour 
leads to positive payback; otherwise, it is simply not worth the effort [21]. This research raise the 
question, what experiences might give rise to negative emotions that result in teenagers engaging in 
bullying behaviours?   

 
 
 

The Dynamics of Adolescence  
 

 
Adolescence marks a transition from childhood to adulthood and is a phase of profound development 
that involves extensive changes across psychological and social domains [22]. Individuals experiencing 
the teenage years can encounter a myriad of different and difficult emotions associated with this 
transition from childhood to adulthood. In addition to adolescents need for autonomy and 
independence, adolescents find themselves grappling with issues around the concept of the real-self 
and the ideal-self [23] and are often self-conscious about their bodies and their sexual development, 
and may struggle with insecurities around changing relationships with their parents, one-to-one peer 
relationships, peer group relationships, and romantic relationships. In addition to these challenges, 
adolescents are also faced with the temptation of negative activities such as drinking alcohol, drug 
misuse and gambling. Moreover, teenagers can find themselves confronted by serious issues, such as 
anxiety and self-harm.  
 
Furthermore, adolescence marks a change in the relationship dynamic between a child and their 
parents and peers and as a result they are at a stage in their lives where they are trying to develop a 
sense of their own identity  and when the evaluation given by their peer group can be of great 
importance [24]. This constant evaluation by friends can contribute to a sense of unease and instability 
in adolescents, and can result in some teenagers engaging in activities that are designed to reinforce 
their position, gain popularity and acceptance, maintain social hierarchies, and establish social 
dominance within their peer group [2], [7], [18], [25], all of which can be  exasperated by the usual 
difficulties associated with the  experience of adolescence. 

 
Home Environment 
 
Apart from the issues associated with the teenage years, researchers have highlighted another issue 
that may produce emotions which drive bullying behaviour. Some research has shown that those 
engaged in bullying behaviours may be overwhelmed by distress elsewhere in their lives, causing them 
to lash out at others [16]. There is significant research that demonstrates that this distress is linked to 
dysfunctional relationships and maladaptive behaviours in the home [4], [26]–[28]. Researchers refer 
to dysfunctional or problem homes or homes where family function is inadequate [26]–[28]. Further 
research suggests that some teenagers who engage in bullying behaviours may be exposed to a home 
where there is a high degree of anger or hostility, or low parental involvement or attachment, or a 
home where there are harsh, inconsistent or low levels of discipline [20]. In addition, other home- 
based factors include; an absent father or mother, the loss of parent through divorce rather than 
death, a depressed mother or father, an irritable parent, a negative paternal and maternal 
relationship, a negative or rejecting attitude from a parent, low levels of emotional support, over-
controlling and dominating home environments, and power assertive child-rearing methods or 
physical punishment [20], [26], [27], [29]–[32].  
 
It is worth stating at this point that the literature does not state or suggest that all teenagers who have 
difficulty dealing with the issues associated with adolescence or indeed who find themselves in homes 
with impaired family dynamics, engage in bullying behaviours. In addition, the literature does not state 
that all those who engage in bullying behaviours do so as a result of difficulties with adolescence or 



difficulties in the home. Nonetheless, the evidence from the research outlined above would allow for 
the conclusion that individuals who engage in bullying behaviours do so as a result of their inability to 
manage negative emotions or ill-being [33] as a result of negative experiences brought on by the 
experience of adolescences or by the home environment, or both. This raises the question, what is 
the link between experiencing negative emotions and bullying behaviours? 

 
Emotional Repair, Self-awareness & Emotional Intelligence (E.I.) 
 
Research findings suggest that bullying can be viewed as an externalising behaviour [4] whereby 
negative emotions are directed towards others and are manifested as anger or aggression. There is 
evidence to show that those who engage in externalising problematic behaviours such as bullying do 
so as a result of having underdeveloped self-regulation skills [34].  
 
A large body of research has produced similar conclusions regarding those involved in bullying 
behaviours. This research has concluded that those who engage in bullying do so as a result of an 
inability to process or regulate negative emotions brought about by negative experiences/ill-being. 
The research concludes that those engaged in bullying behaviours do so because of poor emotional 
regulation skills and a limited range of emotional expression [35], [36] and an inability to identify, 
manage, regulate, and control strong emotions [26], [37], [38], and that lacking clarity about emotions 
may increase difficulty with regard to controlling behaviours [11], [22]. Simply put, those engaged in 
bullying behaviours are ‘hijacked by their emotions’ [39].   

 
E.I. - Benefits for Perpetrators of Bullying 
 
In order to minimise the emotional effects of any negative experiences - and therefore reduce  the 
possibility of bullying behaviours - researchers suggest teenagers need to develop what is referred to 
as  emotional or mood repair/resilience [40]. This construct of emotional or mood repair/resilience is 
often referred to by other researchers as an intrapersonal skill or the skill of self-awareness - a 
component of emotional intelligence[41]–[44]. 
 
This emotional or mood repair/resilience is the ability to acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and skills 
needed to recognise and manage emotions and use this to guide behaviour in a healthy way [45]. 
Some researchers have found [40] that the skill of emotional repair/resilience is the most important 
predictor in repairing negative emotions and can be considered to be a powerful tool for preventing 
externalising behaviours such as bullying [7], [46]. Other literature findings reinforce a link between 
lack of resilience and bullying behaviours. This research concludes that individuals with poorer levels 
of resilience were more likely to engage in bullying behaviours, and that there is a clear relationship 
between having a strong resiliency profile and a reduction in the prevalence of bullying and concludes 
that resilience-based interventions may have the strongest impact, not only those who perpetrate 
bullying behaviours, but also on those whom they target [7], [46].  

 
E.I. - Benefits for Targets of Bullying 
 
The development of the emotional repair/resilience component of emotion intelligence has also been 
found to have several powerful benefits for those who are the targets of bullying behaviours. It is 
argued that the enhancement of emotional intelligence in targets of bullying is essential for reducing 
psychological distress and can minimise the effect of the negative experience of bullying and is 
considered to be a powerful tool for preventing internalising problems [22], [47], [48]. In addition, the 
development of emotional intelligence in the targets of bullying can enhancing an individual’s self-
esteem and thereby reduce the fear of being bullied [49], as well as empower the target to report 
future incidences [50], and reduce the likelihood of self-blame [51]. Finally, and more importantly, 



there is considerable evidence to show that the enhancement of emotional intelligence can readjust 
the power imbalance in favour of the target and thereby decrease the chances of becoming a target 
of bullying in the first place [50], [52]–[54]. Since bullying among teenagers rarely occurs without an 
audience, the influence peers can have on each other in tackling the problem of bullying within 
teenage groups cannot not be ignored [51]–[54].  

 
 

E.I. & Benefits for By-standers to Bullying 
 

Researchers contend that, in most situations where bullying occurs, the real power lies with the peer 
group and that bullying usually only flourishes in the presence of an audience and that those who bully 
others take their power from bystanders, whilst also being given it by bystanders [55]. It has been 
found that the development of emotional intelligence in teenage peer groups can facilitate a reduction 
in the acceptance of bullying behaviours and render bullying an unsuccessful strategy for achieving 
social goals on the part of the perpetrator and  increase the chances of peer intervention if bullying 
does occur [4]. This has been confirmed by multiple researchers who state that the enhancement peer 
emotional intelligence has been shown to decrease the prevalence of bullying in adolescent peer 
groups [30], [56], [57]. The enhancement of bystanders’ self-awareness/intrapersonal and 
interpersonal skills can enable bystanders to understand the emotional reasons as to why their peers 
engage in bullying activities. This can provide bystanders with the insights to see beyond the bullying 
actions that take place, and instead see these activities as being emotionally driven and designed to 
reinforce the perpetrator’s position within the peer group [2], [4], [58]. It can also provide peers with 
insights as to why they may choose to join in with the bullying, stay silent, or intervene to terminate 
bullying activities by their peers. This self-understanding could empower those who join in to 
terminate their involvement, or it may allow those who stand by to intervene. In addition, the 
enhancement of interpersonal skills can also have the effect of enabling bystanders to determine why 
certain individuals are targeted, as well as the effect that the bullying activities can have.  
 
 

E.I. - Gender Differences  
 
Earlier research indicated that some teenagers involved in bullying may be experiencing impaired 
family dynamics, less cohesive or dysfunctional homes, and are three times more likely to have 
problems in their home. Interestingly, research shows that this can occur regardless of gender [59]. 
Moreover, research has also indicated that there is not a statistical difference in the emotional 
intelligence capacity in boys and girls [11], [55], [56]. Given these findings, it is important to note that  
researchers argue that there is no evidence that we should treat cases of bullying differently according 
to gender when implementing anti-bullying programmes in schools [59], [62]. 
 

E.I. - Cyberbullying 
 
In terms of cyber-bullying, it was found that face-to-face bullying and cyber-bullying are highly 
correlated [63] and that it is rare to find students who experience cyber-bullying only without also 
suffering some form of face-to-face bullying [64]. Furthermore, it is suggested that if young people 
refrain from traditional bullying, the chances are high that they will also refrain from on-line bullying 
[31]. Some research has suggested that reduction of cyber-bullying does not necessarily require 
programmes tailored to target this specific form of bullying [31] as the development of emotional 
intelligence in the perpetrator of bullying, their targets, and bystanders can effect positive change 
with on-line bullying as well as face-to-face bullying.  

 
 
 



Summary of Research Evidence 
 
The evidence from the literature suggests that enhancing emotional intelligence facilitates the 
development of emotional repair, which, if addressed and developed, can guide and correct negative 
emotions and reduce the propensity of teenagers to engage in bullying behaviours [41], [43], [65], 
[66]. In addition, the development of emotional intelligence can empower those who are on the 
receiving end of bullying behaviours becoming the targets in the first place and can facilitate 
bystanders changing the peer group dynamics that may enable bullying. This leads to the conclusion 
that the development of an emotional intelligence curriculum-based programme should be the 
starting point for any renewed efforts to tackle the problem of bullying behaviours among teenagers.  

 
 

Implications 
 
 
 

The Anti-Bullying Procedures for Schools and an Action Plan on Bullying published by the D.E.S. defines 
bullying as: unwanted negative behaviour, verbal, psychological or physical, conducted by an individual 
or group against another person (or persons) and which is repeated over time. These procedures make 
clear that this definition includes cyber-bullying and identity-based bullying (such as homophobic 
bullying and racist bullying) [67].   

 

This definition serves as ‘a useful tool that can be used to identify the acts of bullying’ and can ‘meet 
the needs of the institution’ [3] in terms of adhering to D.E.S. procedures. However, a comparison 
between the D.E.S. definition of bullying and research highlighting the link between emotional 
intelligence and bullying behaviours allows for the conclusion that the definition describes behaviours 
and types of behaviours only. The definition fails to recognise the complex emotions-based issues 
associated with bullying, and therefore can handcuff approaches used to address the issues of bullying 
behaviours among teenagers in secondary school. Currently, this definition is use to assist teenagers 
define bullying, categories the different acts of bullying, and understand the effects of bullying. While 
this may be valuable in itself, maybe it is time to use an emotional intelligence-based approach that 
the research shows can have enormous benefits for those who perpetrate acts of bullying, the targets 
of bullying, and bystanders to acts of bullying.  
 
Recent research published by Dublin City University (D.C.U.) highlighted that ‘schools are challenged 
when it comes to implementing the more practical aspects of the [D.E.S.] procedures’ and ‘principals 
want more guidance and instruction from government’ and that ‘there was no guidance on anti-
bullying prevention strategies’ and that ‘schools have not been able to identify suitable interventions 
for their school’ and that  ‘there are very clear and repeated requests by Principals for resources 
relating to interventions’ [68]–[70].   
 
Given these findings produced by D.C.U., the statistics showing no positive change in the prevalence 
of bullying behaviours among teenagers in secondary schools in Ireland, and, despite the publication 
of national guidelines in 2013 by D.E.S., and despite the current definition based approach used in 
schools, and mindful of the research linking a reduction in bullying behaviours with the enhancement 
of emotional intelligence, the following suggestion is made.  
 
The D.E.S. should direct one or more of its constituent organisations, N.C.C.A., P.D.S.T., J.C.T., N.C.G.E., 
and N.E.P.S., to carry out research into the several emotional intelligence-based programmes available 
internationally [71]–[74] (one of these, RULER [73], places particular emphasis on intrapersonal skills) 
with a view to implementing a curriculum-based emotional intelligence programme be it one of the 
existing programmes currently available, or one which involves amending or amalgamating the 
components of various aspects of more than one existing programme. Alternatively, resources should 



be harnessed to devise a new emotional intelligence-based preventative programme, in order to 
tackle bullying in secondary schools. There is precedence for this. In 2012, the N.E.P.S. implemented 
curriculum-based material for use in the Well-Being programme at Junior Cycle and provided teacher 
in-service training. The programme, ‘My Friends Youth – Skills for Life’, was developed by Dr. Paula 
Barrett in Australia. This initiative demonstrates a precedent for conducting international research on 
best practice, purchasing and implementing programmes in secondary schools and providing the 
necessary in-service training for teachers. 

 
 
Staying as we are should not be an option 
 
Researchers have highlighted that engagement in bullying behaviours in the teenage years can have 
long-term effects that may, for some, continue into adulthood [31], [32], [75]. Longitudinal research 
has found that 55% of those who engage in bullying behaviours had at least one conviction in the 
period from age 16 to 24 years, and 36% had three or more compared with those who did not engage 
in bullying behaviours [31]. For violent crimes, the results were even more marked, with 11% of former 
bullies having two or more convictions. Other findings reported that bullying behaviours in secondary 
school were considered precursors to more serious aggression in later life and that perpetrators can 
pass the problem on to their own children, and that perpetrators are at increased risk of abusing in 
later life [25], [32], [75]. Similarly, the targets of bullying can suffer long-term psychological problems 
which may persist into adulthood [24], [70], [76]. The literature has  highlighted that those who are 
the targets of bullying may have sleep problems, fatigue, loss of interest in schoolwork, lower 
academic achievement, difficulty in making friends, and avoid or drop out of  school [12], [24]. Targets 
of bullying can also descend into a downward spiral of adversity and develop internalised difficulties 
such as lower self-esteem  and high levels of anxiety [12], [77]–[79]. More seriously, research findings 
also demonstrate that targets of bullying may also have a heightened risk of self-harm, suicidal 
ideation, and even – in extreme cases - suicide attempts [12], [19], [46], [64], [74], [75]. Given this 
extensive evidence of the life-long effects of bullying, given the statistics demonstrating no decrease 
in bullying behaviours, given the needs of secondary schools highlighted by D.C.U., given the need  for 
‘on-going evaluation of the effectiveness of the anti-bullying policy’ [67] as stated by the D.E.S. and, 
the current reliance on the definition of bullying to drive teaching approaches, one further suggestion 
is made. If evidence is found to show that an emotional intelligence-based approach is not effective, 
an alternative should be found. Staying as we are is not be an option.  
 

Brian Wall, Guidance Counsellor & Chemistry teacher, St. Mary’s College, Rathmines, Dublin 6 
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Well-Being, Ill-Being & Emotional Intelligence: 

Widening the Lens of the Guidance Counselling Component of Well-Being Programmes 

The concept of well-being, and indeed the phrase itself, is commonly used to describe a combination 
of positive feelings, activities, and attitudes. However, this ignores the fact that well-being can co-exist 
with what is referred to as ill-being [1]. This concept of ill-being introduces the idea that adolescents 
can, and will, experience negative events in their lives and the resulting negative feelings brought on 
by these events.  Individuals can enhance their well-being by experiencing positive emotions through 
involvement in valued relationships, as well as their work, and their past times. However, life can never 
be entirely made up of positive experiences and emotions. Every individual will experience negative 
emotions as results of negative events. Some researchers argue [1] that one cause of mental health 
problems is the inability to manage emotions and inarticulate negative emotional states, and that if 
we ignore the challenges of ill-being, or fail to see it as part of the challenge of finding our way, we 
may too easily conclude that well-being is solely concerned with positive activities and positive 
feelings. This concept of well-being and ill-being co-existing together as part of the human condition 
[1] widens the lens through which well-being programmes in second level school should be viewed.  
 
Adolescent Ill-being 
 
As individuals move through life, they experience many different adverse events that are common, 
unavoidable, and indeed normal. For the individual concerned, this can result in the activation of 
negative emotions. It can be argued that this is the case for all individuals of all ages. However, for 
adolescents, these life events are exasperated by the experience of adolescence itself. The teenage 
years are a time of extensive physical, social, and cognitive changes and can be an extremely difficult 
time [2]. Teenagers experience a myriad of different and difficult emotions associated with this change 
from childhood to adulthood. Adolescents are grappling with issues around the real-self and the ideal-
self [3], and their desire to find autonomy and independence. Teenagers are self-conscious about their 
bodies and their sexual development and struggle with insecurities around changing relationships with 
their parents, one-to-one peer relationships, peer group relationships, and romantic connections. The 
teenage years are also characterised by skirmishes around online presence, academic challenges, and 
the temptation of negative activities such as drinking and drug misuse, gambling, and other serious 
issues such as anxiety and self-harm. Moreover, adolescents may be experiencing difficulties in 
relationship with those that matter to them; be they peer friendships or relationships within the home 
or family. Indeed, difficulties at home can be exasperated by the difficulties associated with adolescent 
development and vice-versa, and as a result, adolescence will struggle with many negative, difficult, 
conflicting, onerous, and painful emotions. If these emotions are not worked through in a healthy, and 
overall productive way, it can destabilise their sense of well-being.  
 
 Without addressing negative emotions brought on by life events or maladjusted relationship, 
adolescents risk internalising these emotions and displacing them inwards through, for example, 
anxiety, withdrawal, or depression [4], or externalised behaviours which are displacing outwards as 
anger, aggression or through behaviours such as drug taking or other dysfunctional behaviours [5]. 
Researchers  argues that there is an association between high clarity of feelings and high mood repair 
with low levels of depression, anxiety, and school maladjustment,  and that adolescents with high 
emotional awareness have fewer school problems, and fewer internalised and externalised problem 
[6]. This raises the question; should secondary schools acknowledge the existence of ill-being and 
incorporate this concept into a well-being programme for adolescents?  
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Emotional or Mood Repair 
 
The acknowledge of the existence of ill-being and its impact on adolescent well-being brings to the 
fore the need for teenagers to minimise the emotional effects of negative experiences, and the 
concept of what is referred to as emotional or mood repair [7]. This emotional or mood repair is the 
ability to acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and skills they need to recognise and manage their 
emotions and use this to guide their behaviour in a healthy way [6].  Some researchers have found  
that the skill of emotional repair is the most important predictor of emotional well-being and that the 
ability to repair negative emotions can be considered to be a powerful tool for preventing the 
internalising and externalising of problems and is essential to adolescents’ well-being and their overall 
psychological functioning [7].  
 
Resilience  
 
How does this concept of emotional or mood repair relate to the much discussed idea of resilience? 
The concept of resilience has become prominent since the introduction of the new Well-Being 
programme at Junior Cycle level in secondary schools within Ireland. A number of policy documents 
have been published by government state bodies. The Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for 
Practice 2018-2023 [8] and the Junior Cycle Wellbeing Guidelines [1] and the Framework for Junior 
Cycle [9] refers to ‘resilience’ several times. However, none of these documents defines or explains 
what is meant by resilience or how it might be developed in teenagers within secondary schools. The 
document Well-being in Post-Primary Schools. Guidelines for Mental Health Promotion and Suicide 
Prevention [10] also refers to ‘resilience’. This document does define resilience as ‘the ability to cope 
with adverse circumstances’ which would seem to mirror other research regarding emotional repair. 
The literature findings support a link between resilience and negative behaviours. Academic research 
[11] concludes that individuals with poor levels of resilience were more likely to engage in negative 
behaviours, and that there is a clear relationship between having a strong resiliency profile and a 
reduction in the engagement in destructive activities [12]. This distinction between the word 
‘resilience’ - which implies ‘toughness’ - and the phrase ‘emotional repair’ – which is more instructive 
- might have implications for future policy documents that make reference to resilience without a full 
explanation of its meaning or how it can be brought about.  
 
How can we help adolescents develop the skill of emotional repair? The literature suggests that 
enhancing of emotional repair can be facilitated by the development of emotional intelligence and 
that the development of emotional intelligence should be the starting point of any process that 
intends to affect adolescent behaviour in a positive manner. However, what is meant by the 
development of emotional intelligence?  
 
Emotional Intelligence 
 
Research on the concept of emotional intelligence introduces the idea that there are two types of 
emotional intelligences. In his book Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences, Howard 
Gardner originally put forward the idea of personal intelligences as part of his theory of Multiple 
Intelligences. Gardner’s work provides useful insights into one aspect of Multiple Intelligences, namely 
emotional intelligence. In this book, Gardner used the phrase ‘personal intelligences’. His use of the 
plural was deliberate, in that he argued that there are two forms of personal intelligences, 
interpersonal intelligence and intrapersonal intelligence. Interpersonal intelligence is the capacity to 
understand others, while intrapersonal intelligence is the capacity to understand oneself; i.e. 
interpersonal intelligence ‘turned inwards’. Daniel Goleman built upon Gardner’s work by referring to 
personal intelligences as emotional intelligences and by arguing that intrapersonal intelligence is 
essential for interpersonal intelligence [13]. In other words, it is not possible to understand the 



emotions and feelings of others without being able to apply the same skills to the self; i.e. 
intrapersonal intelligence is a precursor to interpersonal intelligence. In attempting to develop 
interpersonal skills – which is valuable in itself – an individual’s intrapersonal skills can often limit this 
development.  
 
Gardner describes intrapersonal intelligence as follows: 
 

a the capacity to understand oneself; the capacity to access one’s own feelings and the 
effects of emotions, the capacity to discriminate feelings, to label them, to enmesh them, 
and to draw upon them as a means of understanding and guiding one’s behaviour [14].  

 
The latter part of this description, ‘understand and guide one’s behaviour’, is particularly instructive 
when dealing with teenagers who exhibit internalised or externalised negative behaviours. This 
implies that negative behaviours could be altered by addressing individuals’ lack of intrapersonal skills 
or what researchers refer [15]–[17] to as a lack of self-awareness. It is this lack of emotional self-
awareness which, if corrected, could help to decrease negative behaviours and help individuals to 
learn to self-monitor and regulate themselves [18].  
 
 
Self-Awareness  
 
What does it mean to develop intrapersonal intelligence or, more importantly, what would it mean to 
teenagers? When working with adolescents, the term ‘intrapersonal intelligence’ may seem quite 
complex. It may require an explanation, and given its abstract nature, may require repeated 
explanations over time. Therefore, it might be more productive to use the simpler term ‘self-
awareness’ which can be defined as follows: 
 

Knowing one’s emotions. It is the ability to recognise a feeling as it happens. Self-
awareness is what keeps us from overreacting and amplifying what is perceived. It is a 
detached self-refection state that exists even amidst highly emotional events. Self-
awareness is being aware of both our emotions and our thoughts about these emotions. 
Being aware of our feelings and our behaviour, as well as others’ perception of us, and 
can influence our actions so they work to our benefit [15]. 

 
Further analysis of the literature on self-awareness and concludes that a lack of awareness of feelings 
can be ruinous for those unable to recognise and put words on these feelings. Conversely, self-
awareness is fundamental to psychological insight and can act as an inner barometer, and can be an 
invaluable tool for changing negative behaviours [15], [16], [19]. Aaron Beck examined the idea of self-
awareness in teenagers and found that this construct can help teenagers to explore their emotional 
architecture and identify thoughts prior to experiencing the emotions that produce negative 
behaviours [17]. Developing self-awareness can facilitate teenagers’ exploration and navigation of 
thoughts or cognitive distortions [20] that enable the emotions which fuel destructive behaviours [21]. 
Developing self-awareness can help teenagers to notice and manage their automatic thoughts, 
understand the reasons behind the emotions they are feeling, and thereby reduce dysfunctional 
cognitions and reframe destructive thoughts, consequently maintaining control over their behaviours 
which can have such a negative impact on themselves and others [22]. This insight into self-awareness 
allows for the conclusion that the terms ‘intrapersonal intelligence’ and ‘self-awareness’ are 
interchangeable. Given the more useful and instructive meaning attached to self-awareness, it may 
be more useful for those working with teenagers to use this term. Treading together the research 
evidence outlined above, the following conclusion can be drawn. Teaching self-awareness develops 
emotional repair and consequently strengthens resilience and, in turn, enhances well-being.  



The Benefits of Enhancing Self-awareness  
 
Researchers have found that increasing the self-awareness component of emotional intelligence 
increases the ability to managing emotions and is associated with higher quality of relationship with 
friends [23] and that adolescents’ capacity to repair and recover from negative emotional states was 
found to have lasting implications for the quality of their social interactions [24].  Further research [6] 
maintains that adolescents who develop positive self-awareness skills are too engaged in purposeful 
and meaningful living to consider and engage in risky behaviours and that positive intrapersonal 
processes may have a significant effect on adolescent engagement in health-promoting behaviours 
such as physical activity and healthy eating.   
 
One other area that can contribute to an adolescent’s well-being or ill-being is their academic 
achievement. Failing, or perceiving to fail - either by oneself or others - can produce negative emotions 
in adolescents. They can develop a negative image of themselves academically and incorporate this 
image into their real-self and allow their perceived academic failures to define themselves as a whole. 
This can be detrimental to their self-esteem and their subsequent interactions with other events in 
their lives and indeed, their relationship with parents and peers. It has be argued [18] that self-aware 
and emotionally intelligent students tend to be highly productive, are able to set and attain goals and 
achieve better grades independent of academic ability. These findings highlight that the self-
awareness component of emotional intelligence is critical to academic achievement and has wider 
implication for less academic students within our secondary school system [18] that places great 
emphasis on filtering students to enter third level.  
 
Conclusion 
 
There is a large body of evidence to support the inclusion of a self-awareness/emotional intelligence 
component in the well-being programme for early adolescents in a secondary school in Ireland. 
Emotional intelligence-based educational programmes presents better mental health indicators [24] 
and are effective at promoting several skills related to mental health in adolescents [4]. Indeed, the 
recognition of various intelligences - especially intrapersonal emotional intelligences which includes 
the concept of emotion/mood repair - is crucial within the curriculum and the classroom to foster the 
full development of all students [2].  
 
Further research [4] emphasise the importance of implementing emotional intelligence programmes 
that develop self-awareness skills and illustrates that we need to arm children with the emotional 
skills needed to better understand and deal with their emotions, both positive and negative, and teach 
them the skills to learn to be well and equip them on their well-being journey [25]. If ‘self-awareness 
skills are not addressed in well-being promotion programmes, the individual's needs will not be met’ 
[26] and ‘educators miss the opportunity to facilitate thinking, emotional understanding, and assisting 
adolescents regulating their own emotions, so that they are able to employ a range of coping 
strategies to maintain good levels of mental health [25]’.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



There are limitations in policies regarding the current Well-being programmes being provided in 
second level schools in Ireland. While all secondary schools are required to implement a well-being 
programme at Junior Cycle, it is very much left to individual schools and individual teachers to decide 
how to adhere to the very generalised aims and guidelines for the guidance counselling component 
of this programme. It can be argued that - with a few exceptions in the vocational development area 
- the majority of the current resources provided by the J.C.T. and the N.C.G.E. seem to duplicate the 
resources already available for the S.P.H.E. component for Well-being. Therefore, there remains a 
need to provide resources for the Guidance Counselling component of Well-being that are an addition 
to, rather a duplication of, the available resources for the S.P.H.E. component for Well-being. Given 
this, and the evidence based research highlighted here, there is an opportunity for the powers that be 
to develop self-awareness/emotional intelligence-based material for use in the Guidance Counselling 
area of Well-being, or to purchase one of the self-awareness/emotional intelligence-based 
programmes already in use internationally.  
 
 
Finally, adolescence will always experience negative disruptive events, either as a result of the 
dynamics of adolescence itself, or because of relationships with significant people in their lives. As a 
result, they will encounter upsetting and negative emotions. Without attending to the adolescents’ 
need to have the self-management skills to address, process, and deal with negative emotions [8], 
those charged with the implantation of well-being in secondary schools may continue to assume that 
well-being is predominantly a positive concept to be enhanced by positive activities only, and are in 
danger of failing to recognise the existence of ill-being and its impact on adolescents’ overall well-
being. While most well-being programmes contain very valuable and worthwhile activities designed 
to enhance teenagers’ well-being, it can be argued that it is not the absence of these activities that 
can cause ill-being. Indeed, for some teenagers these activities may only temporarily address 
symptoms of ill-being rather than the causes. So, rather than having well-being programmes based 
solely on where we want our teenagers to be - let’s begin by acknowledge where they are at.  
 

Brian Wall, Guidance Counsellor & Chemistry teacher, St. Mary’s College, Rathmines, Dublin 6 
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From: Paul Downes <paul.downes@dcu.ie>  
Sent: Monday 14 June 2021 23:34 
To: Tara Kelly <Tara.Kelly@oireachtas.ie> 
Subject: follow up 
 
Hi Tara, 
 
Hope you're keeping well. 
 
Just a further note in case this is of help and relevance.  
 
Brian Mooney, former President of the Institute of Guidance Counsellors (and Irish Times journalist) 
has recently stated at the Education Matters Virtual Education Summit that he accepts 'absolutely' 
that Guidance Counsellors role is not to address trauma (beyond referring on). See circa 41 mins 
here during our Education Matters Virtual Education Summit Panel discussion on May 4th this year 
(discussion leads in from around 37 mins on this link) and again he states 'correct' in agreement with 
me about trauma and need for specialist support that is not role of guidance counsellors circa 42 
mins https://summit.educationmatters.ie/talks/primary-panel-discussion-with-brian-mooney-paul-
downes-niamh-murray-simon-lewis-sally-o-herlihy/   
 
A DCU colleague of mine who also trains Guidance Counsellors and who is one, has also told me 
recently that he agrees that trauma and adverse childhood experiences is not the remit of Guidance 
Counsellors 
 
All the best, 
Paul 
 
Dr. Paul Downes 

Director, Educational Disadvantage Centre, 

Associate Professor of Psychology of Education, 

School of Human Development, 

Institute of Education, 

St. Patrick's Campus, 

Drumcondra 

Dublin City University, 

Dublin 9 

Ireland 

Ph: +353 1 7009245 

 https://www.dcu.ie/human_development/people/paul-downes.shtml 

 

Affiliate Professor, University of Malta, Centre for Resilience and Socio-Emotional Health  
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23/6/21 

Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science 

Re: School Bullying and Mental Health 

 

Dear Deputy Kehoe, 

I hope you are keeping well. 

I am writing in response to your request of 04/05/21 for me to generate a recommendation in 

relation to therapeutic services within schools.  

In my statement to the Committee, in the context of the mental health implications of bullying in 

schools, I had repeated a call I had made to a number of Ministers for Education over the last few 

years. That is, to have an independent therapist/counsellor available to every primary school in the 

country. I stated that I believe it would complement the Wellbeing Policy and Framework for 

Practice currently employed across the education system. It would also afford extra comfort to 

teachers who know they have somewhere to send their pupils if they are impacted by bereavement, 

separation/divorce, alcohol/addiction issues or domestic violence. Having an easily accessible 

therapeutic service would aid the whole school community to know they are doing their best for 

every child. With regard to Post Primary schools I urged that all Career Guidance Counsellors 

become formally trained to provide therapy for serious emotional and traumatic issues as well as 

around careers. 

Context 

Since that day I have been researching the possible recommendation that might be made by the 

Committee and I have looked at it in the context of the current Programme for Government that was 

finalised in June 2020, which states, under the heading - An Inclusive Vision for Education  

“Inclusion in and access to education is the foundation for a more just and equal society. In 

welcoming everyone to participate in education, they deserve to be treated fairly. In order to 

support an inclusive and equal education system we will:   

 Improve access to supports for positive mental health in schools.” (pg. 111) 
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I am also aware of your own Committee’s recent report on the impact of Covid 19 on primary and 

secondary education which says that  

“The provision of emotional counselling and supports and hot meals was identified as 2 key 

measures that should be extended to all schools to ensure that children in non DEIS schools 

do not fall through the cracks. In fact, Emotional Counselling Supports and a National School 

Meals Programme should be an integral part of the education system as is the case in other 

countries.” (pg.8 - Executive Summary) 

It is important for context to also note that number 9 in your Top Ten Recommendations on the 

impact of Covid 19 on primary and secondary education the Committee was  

"Emotional counselling and therapeutic supports should be provided in all primary and 

secondary schools as an urgent priority" (pg.12)1 

 

It would appear that this recommendation was derived from the strong evidence provided by Dr. 

Paul Downes (Dublin City University) during his testimony to the Committee on 17/12/20. He 

highlighted evidence from the EU via Donlevy, Andriescu, Day & Downes (2019) which was an 

evaluation, for the EU Commission, of the 2011 Council Recommendation on Early School Leaving. 

The research showed that emotional counselling supports in and around schools are widespread in 

many EU countries. Dr. Downes suggested that Ireland is radically behind in their provision of such 

services in comparison to many European countries and he further stated that  

“there needs to be emotional counselling and therapeutic supports, such as play and art 

therapy, available in all DEIS schools and arguably beyond, as a key support for the mental 

health strain and trauma experienced by so many of our children”.(Transcript of Committee 

Session on 17/12/20) 

 

Further support for the concept of Therapy/Emotional counselling in schools comes from research 

which sought the direct views of Primary School Principals here in Ireland. Dr. Rosaleen McElvaney 

and her colleagues researched the topic and found that  

“School based counselling is increasingly being recognised as essential in addressing mental 

health as an early intervention mechanism. Countries across the globe are introducing on-

site school counselling with recent evaluations showing marked improvements in children’s 

well being. Many countries have opted to make this service provision mandatory” (pg. 5 Mc 

Elvaney, R., Judge, D & Gordon, E. 2017) 

The researchers surveyed over 1,200 primary school principals, which is approximately 40% of the 

total number in Ireland – a very robust sample size and indicative of the importance those busy 

professionals put on the topic. The study found a high level of interest expressed by school principals 

                                                           
1https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_fur

ther_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/reports/2021/2021-01-14_report-

on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-primary-and-secondary-education_en.pdf   
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https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/reports/2021/2021-01-14_report-on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-primary-and-secondary-education_en.pdf


in having access to school-based counselling, particularly, individual counselling/ psychotherapy for 

children and consultation for staff.  

 

It also found that the main blocks to such a service being created were 

 a) lack of a national policy and  

b) lack of funding to allow schools purchase the resources independently.  

The researchers further wrote that  

‘given the range and extent of complex difficulties experienced by primary school children, 

and the excessive burden being placed on primary schools to respond to such needs, urgent 

action is needed to develop a national framework to inform the development of counselling 

services for primary school children’. (pg. 50) 

Ultimately the recommendations from this report seek  

1) the development of a national policy on counselling for primary school children;  

2) that counselling should be based on-site in primary schools in line with international best 

practice and the proven demand for such a service; and  

3) that professionals providing school based counselling should be appropriately qualified for 

this role. 

 

In the context of developing a national therapeutic counselling/therapeutic service for the emotional 

and trauma needs of children across first and second level schools, the Irish Association for 

Counselling and Psychotherapy (IACP) made a submission to the Programme for Government in 

2020. In that submission they showed that for some time now school-based counselling programmes 

have been operating very effectively at second level in the UK. They clarified that there is a national 

school counselling strategy in second-level schools in both Wales and Northern Ireland – where 

statutory access is granted to all children in second level schools. They further highlighted that over 

60% of secondary schools in England also have this access and in 2020, for the first time, the Scottish 

Government pledged to invest £80 million over the next four years in the provision of counselling in 

education, including the use of £60 million to provide counsellors to all second-level schools in 

Scotland.  

 

The IACP submission also offered the statistic that 90% of the 11,753 children and young people who 

attended school based counselling between 2018 and2019 in Wales did not need onward referral 

after completing their sessions (Counselling for Children and Young People Welsh Government 

Statistics released March 2020). This provides very clear proof of the argument for early intervention 

and the value of same in reducing the pressure on Primary Care and even on acute services such as 

CAMHS. 

 

Their submission also quoted from Cooper (2009) who created a comprehensive review of 

counselling experiences and outcomes of more than 10,000 children from across the UK found that:  



• School-based counselling is associated with significant clinical improvement from pre to 

post counselling  

• More than 90% of children and young people report that they experienced an improvement 

which they attributed to counselling  

• More than 82% of children and young people reported that counselling was helpful 

• More than 92% of children and young people were satisfied with their counselling 

intervention 

• Up to 90% of teachers reported that counselling had a positive impact upon concentration, 

willingness to participate in class and increased motivation for young people to attend school 

and study 

• Teachers and head teachers found counselling an invaluable resource in schools, due to the 

professional training of counsellors, the time that they could give to young people, their 

expertise, their ability to provide a confidential service and their independence from the core 

business of the school. (pg. 137-150) 

 

English Experience 

In private correspondence I was informed of important work being done in Dorset, England where 

they are bringing mental health support for students past just therapy and building up a much fuller 

Mental Health Support Team. This is being done jointly by the NHS and Schools. They work in both 

Primary and Secondary and a few of the Higher Education Colleges. Last year they achieved 25% 

coverage of the schools in Dorset and by 2022 they hope to achieve 50% coverage across both 

Primary and Secondary. The feedback they have received to date has been really good from the 

schools and as they start to deliver more face to face intervention post pandemic they will be able 

provide more quantitative outcome data in order to measure the impact of the service. (Personal 

Email correspondence - Stuart Lynch, Head of Dorset CAMHS, 19 May 21 and 23 June 21) 

The following link https://www.england.nhs.uk/mental-health/cyp/trailblazers/ will take you to the 

NHS pages for the MHST’s and this has further links to the UK government green paper on the issue.  

 

The Mental Health Support Teams (MHST) will deliver  

 individual face to face work (e.g. effective, evidence based brief, low intensity interventions 

for children, young people and families experiencing anxiety, low mood, friendship or 

behavioural difficulties) 

 Group Work for pupils and parents such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy for young people 

who experience anxiety or who may be self-harming. 

 Group Parenting Classes to include issues such as conduct disorder and communication 
difficulties. Not currently an offer but we are looking to develop parent and teacher training 
packages. This would be more around emotional health and wellbeing including aspects such 
as low mood, anxiety and self-harm. It wouldn’t really cover things like conduct disorder as 
this would require a more specialist intervention that would sit outside of the teams skill set.  

 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/mental-health/cyp/trailblazers/


These teams will add enormous value by mapping what services are available in school and locally 

and monitoring the well-being across schools, teaching about mental health and training 

parents/carers and teachers to identify and manage stress and anxiety in the students. 

They are also acting as part of an integrated referral system with community services to ensure 

children and young people who need it receive appropriate support as quickly as possible. 

Each Mental Health Support Team will work with, and in, schools (Primary and Post Primary) and 

Colleges to support them with mental health and wellbeing issues and to treat mild to moderate 

mental health issues. They are funded and accountable to the NHS.  

Each Mental Health Support Team consists of  

 1 Higher Level Therapist,  
 1 CAMHS practitioner 
 4 Education Mental Health Practitioners,  
 1 Team Manager and  
 1 Administrative Support staff member. 

 

This is a major achievement. It is hugely impressive and important to have both the Health Service 

and the Education Service working in such a co-operative manner and in a way which is clearly 

designed to prevent, rather than cope with, mental health issues. The MHST is meant to sit alongside 

and in co-operation with the school pastoral support team and the other mental health resources in 

place within the community. Therefore, each of those professionals on the team are adding value to 

what is already a very strong, child centred national policy around emotional health and wellbeing 

support for students. The MHST will be a major asset to any school seeking to create a culture of 

wellbeing for all members of that school community (teachers, students, parents, non-teaching staff) 

and within such a culture we know that our students will thrive. 

This example is a long way off for the Irish education system but it should also act as a marker for us 

to aim toward. We need to prioritise the in school therapeutic service and then aim to build again to 

create a more thorough and complete level of support for the whole school community. 

  



OCO Recommendation re Therapy in Schools: 

In light of all the evidence across the UK, and internationally, around the positive outcomes for 

children and schools, and the strong body of work currently in place to support a need for same in 

Ireland I believe that it is time to instigate a strong therapeutic service within the Irish education 

system.  

 

I have looked at two viable alternatives and would suggest that as a Committee you might consider 

putting both forward to the relevant department. 

================ 

Recommendation 1 

Consider pilot in Dublin, Wicklow and Cork – to get range of urban and rural feedback and to allow 

for sufficient take up from professionals. I would suggest getting feedback from each of the four 

Dublin local authority areas (Fingal, DLRD, South County Dublin, Dublin City) so that would be six 

areas. 

TO PREDICT AND BUDGET 

 Allow for 6-8 sessions per child 

 Allow for 10% of students to require some input but not all will need the full 6-8 sessions 

 Cost would be predicted upon €50 per session (45 min, based on a class length) so if a 

student got all 8 sessions it would be €400 

 Pilot for two Academic Years 

Create a Panel of Professionals and allocate each to 1, 2 or 3 schools in their area depending on their 

level of availability. 

You would expect a professional to be regular and consistent in their availability but if they are sick 

or on leave then another suitably qualified professional from the panel may take on a case, if it is 

deemed necessary. 

Professionals could be psychologists, therapists, counsellors, play therapists, drama therapists, art 

therapists, music therapists (not an exhaustive list) BUT all must be fully accredited by the 

appropriate professional body and that body must be currently, or in the process of, being 

registered within CORU. 

National Counselling Service  

This new service might be run along the same lines as the National Counselling Service (NCS) with a 

regional office generating oversight and providing clinical and administrative assistance. The NCS 

also operates a separate service called Counselling in Primary Care (CIPC) - this service is available to 

adults over 18 years who are medical card holders and experiencing mild to moderate psychological 

and emotional difficulties such as: depression, anxiety, panic reactions, relationship problems, loss 

issues, stress.  

CIPC provides up to 8 counselling sessions with a professionally qualified and accredited 

Counsellor/Therapist. CIPC operates from over 240 locations situated throughout Ireland, typically 

local Primary Care Centres. 



CIPC is a client centred service, Counsellor/Therapists employ a range of psychological therapies 

depending on the presenting issues and assessed needs of clients who attend. Counselling 

approaches include person centred, cognitive behavioural, psychodynamic, integrative and 

supportive therapies. 

Therefore CIPC offers a model to emulate for the school counselling service and each professional 

engaged by CIPC is an independent practitioner who is paid per session.  

 

Recommendation 2 

Consider a pilot across the whole country but in a smaller number of schools. This will cover both 

Primary and Post Primary and will involve the hiring of permanent therapists, akin to those working 

within the National Counselling Service (NCS). With permanent staff you will get added value of 

consistent presence around the school and a resource for staff and students alike to discuss issues 

on a more informal basis thereby acting earlier and reducing problems quickly. 

TO PREDICT AND BUDGET 

Rural N = 100 (25 Counties with 2 Primary and 2 Post Primary) 

Urban N = 60 (3 Cities with 10 Primary and 10 Post Primary) 

Attempt to have one third of all the schools from DEIS (to approximately replicate the larger 

demographics) 

Cost = Mid point on NCS Scale Counsellor Therapist Scale for full time employee –  

€61,386 x 160 = €9,821,760 per year 

 

The pilot should again be for two academic years but with a plan to roll it outacross the country as 

soon as possible after the evaluation period. 

==================== 

 

Thank you again for the opportunity to meet with the Committee on School Bullying and Mental 

Health, it is a hugely important issue and I look forward to your considerations around it. I trust that 

this is of benefit to you and your committee colleagues. If you have any questions or wish to discuss 

this further please feel free to contact me via niall.muldoon@oco.ie or 087 7549178. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

_____________________________________ 

Dr. Niall Muldoon, Ombudsman for Children 

mailto:niall.muldoon@oco.ie
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JOINT COMMITTEE ON EDUCATION, FURTHER AND HIGHER EDUCATION, 

RESEARCH, INNOVATION AND SCIENCE  

 

Additional briefing on current initiatives and future Plans regarding School 

Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health further to Committee Meeting of 23 

June 2021 

 

1. Wellbeing Promotion in Schools: Key Indicators of Success 

 

2. The role of the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) in relation to 

the promotion of wellbeing and mental health in schools 

 

3. The provision of emotional therapy and counselling for children and young 

people in Ireland: an overview 

 

4. The Provision of Counselling in Schools 

 
5. PDST around supports available to schools on platforms   

 
6. Mandatory template schools are required to use for recording bullying matters  

 
7. Department of Education recording/classification of Child Protection bullying 

concerns and changes re this leading to  (since Q1 2021) recording of bullying 

concerns as a specific category of Child Protection concern  

 
8. Department of Education Reporting on anti-bullying matters through Child 

Protection and Safeguarding Inspections (CPSIs) 

 
9. Table re number of WSEs and SPHE inspections 2016-2021; number of surveys 

re bullying matters 

 
10. Update on Education (Student and Parent Charter) Bill  
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1. Wellbeing Promotion in Schools: Key Indicators of Success 

The Committee sought further information on what is a ‘good school’ in relation to 

wellbeing promotion and what are the key indicators of success.  The Department’s 

Wellbeing Policy sets out key indicators of success and the statements of effective 

practice which guide and standardise the approach to reviewing wellbeing promotion 

in schools.   

 

Indicators of Success 

The Indicators of Success outlined in Table 1 below are the broad outcomes to which 

the Department aspires and wants schools and centres for education to accomplish.  

Schools and centres for education are asked to use the Wellbeing Promotion 

Indicators of Success to identify their own strengths and targets for improvement, and 

to actively monitor their progress and outcomes in relation to wellbeing promotion over 

time.  Schools do this by accessing the opinions and views of all stakeholders 

throughout the process. 

 

Table 1: Wellbeing Promotion Indicators of Success  

Key Areas  Indicators of Success    
 

Culture & 
Environment          
 

 Children and young people, and staff experience a sense of belonging and 
feel safe, connected and supported. 

 Systems are in place so that the voice of the child/young person, teacher 
and parent are heard and lead to improvements in school culture and 
ethos. 

 
Curriculum 
(Teaching & 
Learning) 
 

 Children and young people experience positive, high-quality teaching, 
learning and assessment, which provides opportunities for success for all. 

 Children and young people access curricular activities to promote their 
physical, social and emotional competence to enhance their overall 
wellbeing. 

 
Policy & 
Planning  
 

 Schools and centres for education use a self-evaluation Wellbeing 
Promotion Process to develop, implement and review wellbeing promotion.  

 Schools and centres for education incorporate wellbeing promotion into 
whole school policies and practices. 

 
Relationships & 
Partnerships  
 

 Children and young people have access to supportive relationships within 
the school setting. Children and young people, their parents and other 
external partners are actively involved in wellbeing promotion within the 
school community. 

 All adults in schools have an increased awareness of the importance of 
wellbeing promotion, including listening to children and young people, and 
signposting them to internal or external pathways for support when 
needed. 
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Statements of Effective Practice 

Statements of Effective Practice in each of the four key areas of Wellbeing Promotion 

describe practices operating at a competent and efficient level at the whole-school 

preventative level (Support for All) and also at the more specialised and individual 

intervention level (Support for Some and Few).  This is a key reference tool which 

helps to standardise the approach to reviewing wellbeing promotion in schools and 

centres for education. It is envisaged that schools and centres for education engage 

with the statements and adapt and develop the best practice items as they meet the 

needs in their own school community. 

 

The Statements of Effective Practice enable school leaders and staff involved in 

internal and external evaluation to arrive at evidence-based evaluative judgements 

about the quality of aspects of provision. They enable school leaders and staff to 

identify strengths and areas to target within the school system and therefore plan the 

next stage in the improvement journey. The Indicators of Success and Statements of 

Effective Practice are included on pages 21, and 40-47, respectively, of the 

Department’s Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice which can be 

accessed here  

https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/wellbeing-policy-statement-

and-framework-for-practice-2018%E2%80%932023.pdf.  

 

Supports Available for Schools 

Since the policy was published, significant work has taken place to realise the vision 

set out in the Department’s Wellbeing Policy including: 

 The establishment of a Wellbeing Office based in the National Educational 

Psychological Service (NEPS). 

 Development of Parent, Teacher and Student questionnaires 

 Development of Focus Group guidelines 

 Development of a catalogue of support and resources available from the 

Department, its support services and the HSE in the area of wellbeing  

 Work is underway on the development of a dedicated wellbeing portal.  This will 

be available in the Autumn, and will act as a key reference tool for schools to 
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link to information on resources, programmes and interventions for wellbeing 

promotion.  

 

2. The role of the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) in 

relation to the promotion of wellbeing and mental health in schools 

 

NEPS is the psychological service of the Department of Education (DE).  NEPS’ goal 

is to support the wellbeing, and the academic, social and emotional development of 

all students in primary and post-primary schools through the application of 

psychological theory and practice in education.  NEPS prioritises support for students 

at risk of educational disadvantage and those with special educational needs.  NEPS 

also prioritises the promotion of the wellbeing and mental health of all students in 

schools.   

 

A major strength of NEPS service delivery is that psychologists and schools are 

afforded the opportunity to develop strong working relationships over time. Liaison 

with other agencies to ensure coordinated service delivery to students is an important 

element of NEPS’ work.  In addition, NEPS works to inform policy and practice both 

within the DE and at cross-sectoral level, to promote the wellbeing/mental health of 

children and young people both within the Department of Education and Skills and at 

cross-sectoral level.  

 

NEPS’ sanctioned psychologist numbers currently stand at 221 whole-time equivalent 

(WTE) posts, having grown from a base of 173 in 2016, through the intervening Budget 

increases in 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2021 by 11, 10, 10 and 17 respectively.   

 

NEPS Service for Schools:  

The NEPS Model of Service to schools encompasses the provision of an individual 

casework service for students and the provision of what is called a support and 

development service for school staff.   

 

NEPS Casework Service 

The NEPS casework service involves the provision of a psychological service for a 

student. The psychologist works with the student, teachers and parents, and other 
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professionals if appropriate, to identify need and plan for intervention and review in 

order to support the student in school. This psychological service extends to 

approximately 8000 students per annum.   

 

Of these students, approximately 2400 students (30%) are referred due to 

emotional/social/ behavioural/mental health needs1.  When providing a casework 

service for these students, NEPS works within existing school structures (Student 

Support Teams/Guidance Counsellor/SEN Teams) to support the provision of 

therapeutically-informed practice, appropriate to the education system, to support the 

participation, inclusion and wellbeing of these students.  Issues for which NEPS has 

become involved with such students in the past year include: 

1. Reluctant School Attendance behaviour 

2. Emotional Regulation 

3. Trauma-related issues 

4. Attachment-related issues 

5. Social interaction difficulties 

6. Other Anxiety-related issues 

 

NEPS’ Support and Development Service: 

The NEPS Support and Development service, reaching an estimated 25,000 teachers 

annually, is an applied psychological service for school staff to help build their 

capability to respond to the wellbeing, academic, social and emotional needs of all 

students, and particularly those who experience barriers to their wellbeing, learning, 

inclusion and participation.  

 

Specifically to support children/young people with social/emotional/mental health 

difficulties and to promote positive wellbeing in school, these professional learning 

activities include: 

 

 FRIENDS: Training teachers in the delivery of the FRIENDS programmes (‘Fun 

Friends’, ‘Friends for Life’ and ‘My Friends Youth’), which are evidence-based 

 
1 The other 70% of referrals to the NEPS casework service are due to learning/cognition needs (64%) 
and communication/interaction needs (6%). 
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anxiety prevention and resilience building programmes, which foster self-concept 

and a sense of school belonging using Cognitive Behavioural Therapeutically-

informed approaches. Friends programmes help students to develop resilience 

by teaching them effective strategies to cope with, problem solve and manage all 

kinds of emotional distress, including worry, stress, change and anxiety. Skills 

learned throughout the programme help students both now and in later life. The 

programme can be run by teachers as a whole class programme, or as a small 

group intervention, sometimes alongside the NEPS psychologist.  To date c.6500 

primary and post primary teachers have been trained by NEPS psychologists 

to use these programmes in schools.  Since Covid-19 the training has been 

adapted to webinar format which increases accessibility for teachers.  The 

webinar delivery will be scaled up next year to deliver the programmes nationally 

to interested schools.   

 

 Incredible Years:  The Incredible Years Teacher Classroom Management 

programme is a six-day, evidence-based programme that equips teachers to 

manage their classrooms effectively to prevent and reduce behavioural problems 

while promoting children’s wellbeing and emotional and social competence. 

Bullying behaviour is specifically addressed in workshop 6 and in course 

materials. Evaluation studies carried out in Ireland support the effectiveness of 

the programme in significantly improving child behaviour, classroom environment 

and teacher skills and confidence. Evaluation of the impact of the training carried 

out by NEPS psychologists (2017-2019) indicates that the programme is highly 

valued by teachers with over 90% noting improved behaviour in their classroom, 

significantly increased teacher sense of efficacy, reduced stress and increased 

wellbeing. 

 

To date NEPS has trained c.6000 primary teachers in the IYTCM programme. 

NEPS has developed a 4 session online refresher programme to support 

previously trained teachers to continue to implement the programme strategies 

with fidelity and hopes to provide for the 6-day programme again, as face-to-face 

training becomes possible again, post Covid-19. 
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 NEPS Wellbeing Webinars and Workshops: NEPS is currently developing a 

range of workshops on the promotion of wellbeing and resilience in schools which 

include upskilling school staff on the use and implementation of therapeutically-

informed approaches in schools.  These include trauma-informed approaches, 

approaches based on the principles of cognitive behaviour therapy, and 

attachment-aware approaches. The approaches outlined in the workshops are 

based on research findings, on the experience of experts in their fields and on the 

experience of practicing psychologists working in schools. The workshops will be 

available to build the capability of school staff in both primary and post-primary 

settings, including for school leaders, teachers and SNAs. Following a pilot of the 

workshops undertaken in the summer term (2021) with a mixture of DEIS, non-

DEIS and urban and rural schools, the national roll-out of these workshops and 

webinars are planned for the next academic year.   

 

 Establishing and Reviewing Student Support Teams: A Student Support 

Team is a central part of the student support system in a post-primary school2. It 

is the overarching team concerned with the progressing of actions for the welfare 

and wellbeing of all students, and a mechanism through which many of the 

existing student supports are co-ordinated and planned. It facilitates the 

coordination of the valuable work of school departments and teams, such as the 

Junior Cycle Wellbeing Curricular Planning team, the Special Education Needs 

(SEN) department, Guidance and pastoral staff and the Critical Incident 

Management Team (CIMT). School Leadership has a significant role on the 

school’s Student Support Team.   The Student Support Team can also identify 

and forge relationships with external support services and develop pathways for 

student onward referrals. 

 

Following consultation with Department of Education (DE) sections, services and 

agencies in addition to DE stakeholders, a revised guide to establishing or 

 
2 Core membership of the Student Support Team should include a leadership representative – principal or deputy 
principal, guidance counsellor, special educational needs co-ordinator, representative from the Critical Incident 
Management Team (CIMT), Junior Cycle Wellbeing Curricular Planning Team Co-ordinator/whole school 
Wellbeing Co-ordinator and Year Head/Form Tutors. Other members of the Student Support Team in schools 
where these posts exist could include home school community liaison teacher (HSCL), school completion officer 
(SCO), chaplain, behaviour support teacher and/or SPHE co-ordinator.   
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reviewing Student Support Teams will be available to school staff in autumn 

2021.  Over the next year, NEPS psychologists will support the introduction and 

review of Student Support Teams in post-primary schools by sharing the revised 

documents with their allocated school.  In addition, over the next three years, 

NEPS psychologists will be available to support all post-primary schools with the 

establishment or revision of their Student Support Team, either through the 

provision of three half-day consultation and training sessions per school or the 

provision of collaborative support and training for a cluster of post-primary 

schools from the local NEPS team.  

 

3. The provision of emotional therapy and counselling for children and 

young people in Ireland: an overview 

 

The focus of the Department of Education in relation to supporting wellbeing and 

mental health is largely on prevention and early intervention.   

 

At post primary level, counselling is a key part of the role of the Guidance Counsellor, 

offered on an individual or group basis as part of a developmental learning process, 

at moments of personal crisis but also at key transition points. Guidance allocations 

for all schools were increased in the 2020/21 school year. The Guidance Counsellor 

also identifies and supports the referral of students to external counselling agencies 

and professionals, as required. Each post primary school currently receives an 

allocation in respect of guidance provision, calculated by reference to the approved 

enrolment.   The total number of guidance counsellor posts in the school year 2020/21 

is 852. 

 

As previously outlined, generally, the focus of the NEPS service in this sphere, given 

its current level of resourcing, is in working with existing school structures (Support 

Teams/Guidance/SEN teams) to build school capability to provide therapeutically-

informed practice and responses, appropriate for school settings. 

   

Signposting Supports from the Department of Health/HSE 

The Department of Health has primary responsibility for the provision of counselling 

services in Ireland, and through HSE Primary Care Psychology and Child and 
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Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) provides clinical support to children and 

young people with mental health needs.  In addition, the HSE and its funded providers, 

provide e-mental health services that offer online, text and telephone supports to 

people seeking mental health information and advice.  These include services 

provided by the Samaritans, Pieta House, MyMind, Turn2Me, Aware, Crisis Text 

Ireland, Shine, BeLongTo, LGBT Ireland, Jigsaw, Bodywhys and Childline.  

The DE – through NEPS, Student Support Teams, Guidance Counsellors and other 

services - will continue to signpost schools and students to the HSE/HSE-funded e-

mental health services. 

 

The DE has built strong links with the Department of Health and both Departments are 

exploring ways to improve supports for young people, including around increased 

awareness, promoting help-seeking behaviour and sign-posting to the wide range of 

available services. 

  

Sharing the Vision - a Mental Health Policy for Everyone’ 2020-2030 

The National Mental Health policy, ‘Sharing the Vision – a Mental Health Policy for 

Everyone’ for the period 2020-2030 was published in June 2020. The policy includes 

100 recommendations for implementation by the Health Service Executive and other 

departments/agencies. NEPS represents the Department on the National 

Implementation Monitoring Committee (NIMC) which will oversee the implementation 

of ‘Sharing the Vision. The Department of Health’s policy on Mental Health ‘Sharing 

the Vision’ does not include a plan to provide for counselling supports in schools.   

 

 
4. The Provision of Counselling in Schools 

There is no internationally agreed best-practice model of in-school counselling for 

young people.   Some jurisdictions provide counselling in schools, while others do not.  

It is important to consider these differences in the context of wider systems for the 

promotion of positive mental health and the pathways to support mental health needs 

in both school and community settings. There are different understandings of what 

counselling is, in a school setting, including differences in the intensity, focus and types 

of intention used.  Internationally, in-school counselling may be provided by a broad 

range of people with widely differing backgrounds and qualifications.  In-school 
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counselling may be delivered in different ways by a range of professionals including 

teachers, specialist teachers, guidance counsellors, trained emotional coaches, 

psychotherapists, play therapists and educational psychologists amongst other 

professionals.  Each of these models offer a different focus, style and intensity of 

intervention in the school setting.  School based counselling can be considered as a 

developing sector and broad evidence of outcomes is limited in nature, with many 

reports based on evaluations of cognitive behavioural interventions in school settings.  

  

Counselling support has an emphasis on exploring and supporting the client to 

address areas of their life which may be anxiety provoking or impacted by trauma/loss.  

The focus of counselling is to explore individual needs, with the purpose of facilitating 

understanding, acceptance and growth of coping skills.  The complex needs 

associated with anxiety and trauma do not exist within a vacuum.  Rather, they are 

frequently deeply rooted within family and wider environmental/community settings.  

The child’s broad contextual setting can be considered a key sustaining factor for the 

difficulties they experience.  This contextual setting may also be the facilitator for 

change.  Moving therapy interventions from a community/family based context may 

impact on the wider support structures required to achieve positive outcomes for the 

child.  

 

For many children and young people who experience anxiety and trauma, school can 

provide a stable, predictable environment, with strong dependable adults who can 

model social and emotional competencies.  Evidence for school based interventions 

focuses on building relationships, a sense of belonging and agency alongside the 

development of the child’s or young person’s own social and emotional competencies 

within a whole school model of support.   Structures in place by the Department of 

Education support schools to deliver a model based largely on prevention and early 

intervention.  In addition, structures are in place to support those who require a more 

targeted response with therapeutic interventions and supports, largely from HSE 

community and family based services, as outlined previously.  
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5. PDST around supports available to schools on platforms  

 
Online Safety – Supports in Schools: 

There are a range of supports available to help parents/teachers/schools safeguard 

children’s use of the internet including advice and resources to stay safe online and 

when using online and social media platforms. The ethical and safe use of the internet 

is included in the embedding of digital technology in teaching and learning under the 

Digital Strategy for Schools. Supports to raise awareness around the use of digital 

technology in education and the safe and ethical use of the internet extend from Initial 

Teacher education to Continuous professional development for teachers to awareness 

raising, advise and supports for parents and young people themselves through a 

range of provision detailed as follows. 

 

The Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 sets out the Department’s current policy 

on the use of digital technologies in teaching, learning and assessment. The vision of 

the Digital Strategy is to “realise the potential of digital technologies to enhance 

teaching, learning and assessment so that Ireland’s young people become engaged 

thinkers, active learners, knowledge constructors and global citizens to participate fully 

in society and the economy”.  

 

The strategy promotes the embedding of digital technologies in all classroom and 

school activity so that the use of digital technology becomes a seamless part of the 

whole education experience. It underpins the development of 21st Century skills in our 

young people, skills such as respectful communication and collaboration, critical 

thinking and analytic reasoning, research skills, creativity, problem solving and team 

work. Online Safety is an important component of the Strategy and goes hand in hand 

with the effective use of digital technologies in the teaching and learning process. 

 

The Strategy is underpinned by a €210m direct investment by way of an Infrastructure 

Grant for schools, which has been delivered in full since 2016. The implementation of 

the strategy in schools is supported by a Digital Learning Framework (DLF), 

comprehensive digital learning planning guidelines and extensive CPD, resources and 

supports for teachers and school leaders including supports to promote online safety.  
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Under the Broadband for Schools Programme schools are provided with a portfolio 

of network services including security & filtering of content of websites. 

 

PDST-TiE provides advice which outlines the full details of their schools broadband 

provision and content filtering, device security and data security, including 

preventative measures and tips to reduce risks including having backup and recovery 

procedures and keeping hardware and software up to date. 

 

The Schools Broadband Network provides centrally managed services for schools 

such as security, anti-spam / anti-virus and content filtering. HEAnet have put in place 

a Network Operations Centre to channel and control the broadband access to schools.   

Content filtering is an integral part of the Schools Broadband Programme and involves 

allowing access to online content that is categorised as appropriate for schools while 

blocking access to certain web pages/websites or types of content that are categorised 

as inappropriate for schools. It is a matter for schools themselves to determine which 

content filtering option is most appropriate for their needs. Support is available to 

schools via the Schools Broadband Service Desk managed on the Department’s 

behalf by the PDST-TiE. Schools are required to have an Acceptable Use Policy in 

place also to support the appropriate use of the internet. 

 

The improvement of broadband connectivity to primary schools through the National 

Broadband Plan Intervention area implementation, and the expansion of commercial 

provision, through the Schools Broadband Programme, will provide all primary schools 

with high speed connectivity. All post primary schools are on speeds of 200Mb/s or 

higher. This will facilitate better access for cloud computing and cloud storage 

solutions, which offer a high level of protection against malware and such potential 

viruses. 

 

Teacher training and supports for schools 

 

ITE  

The Teaching Council carried out a review of the standards for programmes of Initial 

Teacher Education (ITE) - Criteria and Guidelines for Programme Providers. The 
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review was informed by extensive engagement with the Department of Education, the 

Higher Education Institutes, relevant stakeholders and commissioned research on 

school placement.  Following completion of the review of the Criteria and Guidelines, 

the updated standards document, Céim – Standards for ITE was published by the 

Teaching Council in November 2020.   

 

As part of this review the areas of intercultural, anti-racism and diversity have now 

been given greater prominence in the new Standards for ITE and Global Citizenship 

Education is now included as one of the seven core elements of ITE, to include 

Education for Sustainable Development; Wellbeing (personal and community); Social 

Justice, Inter culturalism.   

 

The revised standards define inclusive education as ‘any aspect of teachers’ learning 

aimed at improving their capacity to address and respond to the diversity of learners’ 

needs; to enable their participation in learning; and remove barriers to education 

through the accommodation and provision of appropriate structures and arrangements 

to enable each learner to achieve the maximum benefit from his /her attendance at 

school.’   

 

As part of the Review and Accreditation process, all programmes of initial teacher 

education will have to provide evidence of how the Core Elements are explored and 

examined with student teachers during the course of their ITE programme. It is also 

envisaged that the revised procedures for review and accreditation will include a 

thematic review, which will focus on specific areas of the curriculum/ ITE programme.  

All new programmes submitted to the Teaching Council for accreditation must now be 

in alignment with Céim. It is anticipated that existing programmes of ITE will be 

realigned in accordance with Céim for commencement in September 2022.  

 

Teacher CPD 

There are extensive training and curricular supports available to schools, including 

through the SPHE curriculum, the Professional Development Service for Teachers, 

Webwise and the Department funded national anti-bullying website 
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www.tacklebullying.ie to assist schools in the development of policies and practices 

on the prevention of bullying and harassment and the safe use of the internet. 

The Professional Development Service for Teachers (Technology in Education) is a 

dedicated team funded by the Department to advise and support schools on the use 

of digital technologies. Its Webwise Team are dedicated to developing resources, 

advice and guidance for schools on online safety and they work collaboratively with 

the PDST Wellbeing Team and other stakeholders on the development of resources 

to support their programme.  There is also an ICT team of Advisors attached to PDST 

that provide CPD to schools and engage directly with them on digital technologies to 

support teaching & learning and leadership & management including online safety. 

The Webwise resources (referenced below) are utilised extensively by the ICT 

advisors team as part of the supports provided. The use of digital technologies is an 

integral part of all Department funded CPD and the Webwise resources are actively 

promoted in this context. 

Webwise Programme 

The Webwise programme is a key educational resource for schools in the area of 

online safety and supports awareness raising of issues related to online safety and 

cyberbullying.  The programme is managed by the PDST and its Webwise team. There 

is an extensive range of training material available through the Webwise Programme 

to support teachers, students and parents on online safety.  Funded by the Department 

of Education and the EU Internet Safety Initiative www.webwise.ie promotes the 

autonomous, effective and safe use of the internet by young people through a 

sustained information and awareness strategy targeting school leaders, teachers, 

parents and children themselves with consistent and relevant message (see Appendix 

1 for information on examples of awareness raising strategies) 

 

Engagement with social media platforms 

Webwise as the online safety initiative of the Department of Education engages in 

ongoing dialogue with industry and social media platforms through its membership of 

the InSafe network which regularly facilitates meetings and updates from industry. 

This provides members with opportunities to discuss emerging issues and responses. 
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On a national level, Webwise regularly engages with social media platforms and tech 

industry members on product safety updates and emerging queries/concerns.  

 

Webwise also participates on the National Advisory Council for Online Safety which 

provides further opportunity for ongoing engagement and dialogue with a number of 

large social media/tech companies.  

 

Supporting School Communities – Online Safety 

Webwise has developed dedicated resources for teachers, parents, children and 

young people which gives practical information and advice on key issues such as 

cyberbullying, sexting, social media, popular apps and sites. Resources include a 

dedicated School/Teachers Hub, a Parents Hub and a Youth Hub with targeted 

resources and information on issues relating to the safe and ethical use of the internet, 

social media and online safety.   

The Webwise online School/Teacher Hub contains an extensive range of primary 

and post primary curriculum tagged resources that support educators when teaching 

about the safe and responsible use of the internet in the classroom and in the 

promotion of student wellbeing. The resource provides information on issues such as 

the safe and ethical use of the internet, social media and networking, safe online and 

respectful communication, cyber-bullying, image sharing, online sexual coercion and 

extortion, victim blaming, peer pressure, media influence, gender stereotyping, fake 

news and big data, and more.  Some examples of the Webwise resources available 

to teachers and schools include the following: 

 Be in Ctrl – resource created in partnership with An Garda Síochána, this Junior 

Cycle SPHE educational resource addresses the issue of online sexual coercion 

and extortion and promotes safe online communication.  

 Lockers – SPHE post primary resource on the topic of non-consensual image 

sharing. The resource help teachers to engage with students on the prevention of 

sharing explicit self-generated images of minors.  

 Connected – resource specifically designed for teachers of the Junior Cycle 

Digital Media Literacy Short Course who wish to explore Online Wellbeing, News, 

Information and Problems of false information, Big Data and the Data Economy, 

and My Rights Online. 
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 Think B4U Click – Junior Cycle resource to explore the use of online privacy in 

the context of online rights and responsibilities 

 Be Safe Be Webwise – Junior Cycle teaching resource to promote key internet 

safety skills 

 MySelfie and the Wider World – SPHE resource developed to engage primary 

schools students on the topic of cyber bullying  

 HTML Heroes Programme – developed to assist and support teachers when 

teaching primary school children  about the safe and responsible use of the 

internet 

 UP2US Anti-Bullying Kit   

 Webwise Primary Teachers Handbook – for teachers to help children develop 

the skills needed for surfing the web 

It is recognised that the greater proportion of a child or young person’s life is spent 

outside school and the challenges to ensure the online safety of all of our children and 

young people are not just for schools but for all society. The role of parents is 

paramount in this regard. With the increasing use of technology by pupils/students, 

parents have a very important role in ensuring the safety of their children when 

engaging online. The Webwise Parents Hub provides practical advice and 

information to help parents safeguard their children as they use the internet and helps 

forge the link between home and school. The Hub provides guidance and practical 

information to parents on key issues such as the use of technology in the home, 

parental controls, screen time, emerging technologies, respectful online 

communication, cyber bullying, sexting and image sharing and how to engage 

positively in their children’s’ online lives. Through videos, experts offer advice on 

everything from talking to your child about sexting to modelling good behaviour. 

Information on where to get additional help and support in dealing with illegal material 

or harmful use of the internet is also readily available on the Hub. 

It is vital that there are measures in place to raise awareness and provide advice to 

young people around the sage use of the internet and this is provided by Webwise 

through the “Watch Your Space” Youth Hub which is a proactive and creative hub 

for young people. It is a place where young people can get advice on internet safety 

and become more involved in making the internet a better place for all users. It 

provides advice on issues such as online harassment and how to deal with it and on 
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how to be an “Up-Stander” rather than a “By-Stander”. It contains a range of video and 

promotional campaigns by Webwise and its youth panellists which tackle issues such 

as cyberbullying, image sharing and sexting and advice on where to get help. The 

most recent video examples include: 

 The Full Picture - a short film exploring how young people use social media to 

connect and share. The film highlights the influences and pressures young 

people face online and encourages them to see the full picture with the key 

message that while social media helps us share our lives it does not tell the 

whole story.  The campaign encourages young people to be mindful of what 

influences them and how they respond to pressures online. 

 Connected - based on real life experiences, Connected is a short film exploring 

how young people communicate and connect online. The film encourages 

young people to reflect on why their actions matter and the impact it can have 

on others with a key message that “we” shape the internet everyday with our 

interactions and that “we” can play an important part in creating a better, 

connected online world 

 

Safer Internet Day: The Department of Education supports the Safer Internet Day 

through the Webwise Team who are part of the Irish Safer Internet Centre (ISIC). Safer 

Internet Day (SID) is an EU wide initiative to promote a safer internet for all users, 

especially young people. It takes place in February of each year. The 2021 Safer 

Internet Day Theme was “Together for a Better Internet“ and in excess of 100,000 

young people took part in the Safer Internet Day 2021 on February 9th.  

 

Coco’s Law entitled as the Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related 

Offences, Act 2020 was commenced by the Minister for Justice on Safer Internet Day 

this year and came into law on 10th February 2021 (An Act to amend the law relating 

to harassment; to provide for offences relating to the recording, distribution or 

publication of intimate images and to provide for the anonymity of victims of those 

offences; to provide for an offence involving the distribution, publication or sending of 

threatening or grossly offensive communication). 
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Webwise run an online marketing campaign aimed at increasing the number of both 

teacher-led and youth-led internet safety awareness activities by schools and other 

organisations and stimulate activity in schools by communicating with them early in 

the school year with details of the SID theme, sharing ideas for successful actions, 

and pointing them to useful resources. They develop promotional materials and run 

competitions to incentivise participation. Schools are encouraged to sign-up for Safer 

Internet Day and share details of what they are doing to mark the day via the dedicated 

saferinternetday.ie website. Every school that signs up receives a free Safer Internet 

Day pack. 

 

To mark Safer Internet Day 2021 Webwise, and their partners in the Irish Safer Internet 

Centre: Hotline.ie; ISPCC Childline; and National Parents Council Primary, organised 

the #BeKindOnline Webinar Series for parents and educators. These free webinars 

were designed to help to empower healthy online behaviours in children and young 

people. The series, which was hosted by the Department of Justice, attracted 

approximately 1,500 attendees. 

 

School Acceptable Use Policy (AUP) 

All schools are expected to have an AUP in place that sets rights, privileges, 

responsibilities and sanctions associated with the use of the internet for school 

purposes including the use of smart phones and personal devices.  The AUP is drawn 

up by school leaders, teachers and management and generally in consultation with 

parents. Webwise have developed supports for schools on the drawing up of this 

policy which are available on www.webwise.ie and include a model AUP that is free 

and available to all schools to customise for the individual school context AUP 

Generator - (webwise.ie) 

 

While schools are advised to consult parents on the development of their AUP, the 

Education (Student and Parent Charter Bill) 2019 once enacted will require schools to 

consult with parents on the development of the AUP. This bottom-up approach will 

ensure all parents, teachers and school communities are satisfied with the technology 

and supporting policy in place in their school. It will also mean that parents will be able 

to adopt a complementary approach at home to that which is in place in their child's 
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school, if they wish to do so. The intention is to promote a shared approach regarding 

the appropriate and beneficial use of digital technologies.  The Bill completed all 

stages of the Seanad in late 2019 and passed second stage in the Dáil on 8th July. 

 

 
6. Mandatory template schools are required to use for recording bullying 

matters  

 
The anti-bullying procedures for primary and post primary schools provide that in 

cases where the relevant teacher considers that the bullying behaviour has not been 

adequately and appropriately addressed within 20 school days after he/she has 

determined that bullying behaviour has occurred, or where school has decided as 

part of its anti-bullying policy that in certain circumstances bullying behaviour must 

be recorded and reported immediately to the Principal or Deputy Principal as 

applicable, it must be recorded by the relevant teacher in the recording template in 

appendix 3 of the procedures which is reproduced here for ease of reference. 

 
The procedures also provided that all reports, including anonymous reports of 

bullying must be investigated and dealt with by the relevant teacher, the relevant 

teacher will use his/her professional judgement in relation to the records to be kept of 

these reports, the actions taken and any discussions with those involved regarding 

same. These written records which also assist the teacher’s efforts to resolve the 

issues and restore, as far as is practicable, the relationships of the parties involved 
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7. Department of Education recording/classification of Child Protection 

bullying concerns and changes re this leading to  (since Q1 2021) 

recording of bullying concerns as a specific category of Child Protection 

concern  

 
 
Child Protection concerns or allegations which are received by staff of the Department 

are recorded and forwarded to the relevant authorities in accordance with the 

categories of abuse outlined in the Children First National Guidance. The Children 

First National Guidance outlines 4 types of abuse; Neglect, Emotional abuse, Physical 

abuse and Sexual abuse. 

 

Data in relation to the numbers and nature of concerns are reported to the Child 

Protection Oversight Group within the Department on a quarterly basis. As part of this 

group’s oversight of reporting it was agreed that from January 2021 the Department 

would identify and record those concerns within the 4 categories which resulted from 

or contained allegations of bullying. 

 

Note that not all bullying reports meet the threshold of harm for reporting as a Child 

Protection Concern and might instead be dealt with in line with the school’s own 

complaints procedures. The Department provides advice to parents and students on 

how to progress their complaint at school level. 

 

 

8. Department of Education Reporting on anti-bullying matters through 

Child Protection and Safeguarding Inspections (CPSIs) 

 

How the Inspectorate comments on deficiencies in recording/reporting 

procedures regarding child protection cases involving bullying in its published 

CPSI reports 

 

In all CPSI inspections inspectors check that the minutes of the previous five board of 

management meetings to ensure that they contain a fully completed child protection 

oversight report. 
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In any school where there are child protection cases arising from alleged bullying 

behaviour, the inspectors check the following: 

 that the board had proper oversight of those child protection bullying cases 

 that the board  was provided with all of the documents specified in section 9.7.2 

of the Child Protection Procedures for Primary and Post Primary Schools 2017 

to enable the board members to fulfil their oversight role   

 that the minutes of the board correctly record the oversight of the board.  

 

For all child protection concerns arising from alleged bully behaviour, the inspector 

checks that the case file in such cases has all of the following: 

 A written record from the Designated Liaison Person (DLP) of how the 

concern came to his/her attention  

 A copy of the report submitted to TUSLA, for all concerns that were reported 

to TUSLA  

 A record of further action taken by the DLP and of any further communication 

with TUSLA, An Garda Síochana or other parties in relation to that report, for 

all concerns that were reported to TUSLA  

 A record of the information communicated by the DLP to the parent/carer of 

the child about whom the report is being made to TUSLA or a record of the 

decision made by the DLP not to inform the parent/carer and the reasons for 

not doing so, for all concerns that were reported to TUSLA  

 A record of any consultation with TUSLA, which includes the date, the name 

of the TUSLA official and the advice given is available for all concerns where 

the advice of TUSLA was sought and evidence that a report was submitted to 

TUSLA where TUSLA advised to do so  

 A record that the registered teacher was informed that advice was being 

sought is available for all concerns where the advice of TUSLA was sought  

 A record that the registered teacher was provided with the advice received is 

available for all concerns where the advice of TUSLA was sought 

 A record of a clear statement in writing provided to the relevant staff member 

as to the reasons why his/her concern is not being reported and that the staff 
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member was advised that he/she may still report that concern to TUSLA is 

available for all concerns that were not reported to TUSLA 

 

Where a school is not fully compliant with these requirements the inspection report 

provides clear advice as to what actions the school should take in order to become 

fully compliant. 

 

The inspector will continue to engage with the school until it becomes fully compliant 

with these requirements.  

 

In most cases this engagement will occur during a Final CPSI inspection. However, if 

the school is not compliant during a Final CPSI inspection, the inspector will monitor 

the school until it becomes fully compliant.    

 

The dimensions of Child Protection and Safeguarding Inspections (CPSIs) and 

other Child Protection checks that cover bullying 

 

During CPSI inspections, inspectors check that the school’s Child Safeguarding 

Statement (CSS) is completed on a Department of Education Mandatory Template 

(Mandatory Template 1). This template outlines three separate areas related to 

bullying that schools should consider when devising their CSS:  

 Prevention and dealing with bullying amongst pupils 

 Risk of harm due to bullying of child  

 The school has an Anti-Bullying Policy which fully adheres to the 

requirements of the Department’s Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary 

and Post-Primary Schools 2017 

Inspectors also check that the school has planned appropriately for the implementation 

of the SPHE curriculum the RSE programme and, in primary schools, the Stay Safe 

Programme. Bullying and strategies to deal effectively with bullying behaviour are key 

aspects of the SPHE programme and the Stay Safe Programme.  

During CPSI inspections, inspectors conduct a number of group meetings with 

learners. During these meetings, the inspectors evaluate the children and young 
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adults’ understanding of a number of the key topics of SPHE, including bullying and 

how to deal with bullying behaviour. 

Where schools are not planning appropriately for the implementation of SPHE (primary 

and post-primary), RSE (primary and post-primary) and the Stay Safe Programme 

(primary only), or where the interactions with learners indicate that their understanding 

of key topics is less than satisfactory, the published CPSI inspection report provides 

clear advice as to what steps the school should take in order to improve its practice.  

 

Number of Child Protection and Safeguarding inspections 2019-2020 

 
 

2019 2020 Total 

Child protection and Safeguarding 
Inspection - Primary (Initial) 

13 19 32 

Child Protection and Safeguarding 
Inspection - Post-primary (Initial) 

11 15 26 

TOTAL (INITIAL) 24 34 58 

Child protection and Safeguarding 
Inspection - Primary (Final) 

12 5 17 

Child Protection and Safeguarding 
Inspection - Post-primary (Final) 

10 7 17 

TOTAL (FINAL) 22 12 34 

 
 

 

9. Inspectorate reporting on anti-bullying through the whole-evaluation 

model 

 

Number of whole-school evaluations 

Between September 2016 and December 2020, 752 whole-school evaluations 

(WSEs) were carried out. This included 470 WSEs in primary schools and 282 in post-

primary schools. 
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Number of Whole School Evaluations in Primary and Post-primary Schools  

September 2016- December 2020 

 
Sep – 

Dec 2016 
2017 2018 2019 2020 Total 

Whole School 
Evaluation - 
Management, 
Leadership, Learning 
(Primary) 

62 102 104 97 30 395 

Whole School 
Evaluation (Primary) 
(Mod) 

15 38 6 11 5 75 

Whole School 
Evaluation-
Management 
Learning Leadership 
(Post-primary) 

36 79 78 65 24 282 

TOTAL 113 219 188 173 59 752 

 
 
 
Number of surveys 
In the September 2016 to December 2019 period the number of respondents to 
surveys carried out by inspectors during whole-school evaluations were as follows: 

 57, 184 parents 
 71,501 learners  
 25, 048 teachers  

 
 
Number of responses to surveys during Whole School Evaluations  
September 2016-December 2019 
 

Aggregate WSE Survey Data: Number of respondents 

Sept 2016 December 2019 Primary Post-primary 

Parent Responses 33,114 27,070 

Learner Responses 25,640 45,861 

Teacher Responses 6,076 18,972 
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Anti-bullying whole-school evaluation survey items  
The surveys of parents, students, and teachers carried out during whole-school 
evaluations include a number of items regarding anti-bullying measures in schools. 
Those items are: 

 

 
 
 
Additional commentary on survey items 
Overall the survey responses from Whole School Evaluations between September 
2016 and December 2019 are positive about the implementation of anti-bullying 
measures in schools. In some instances, a small but significant minority of parent and 
pupil/student respondents indicated that there were shortcomings in relation to the 
implementation of important anti-bullying measures, particularly in relation to: 

 Who to contact or where to get help in school when bullying happens 
 Confidence that the school would act promptly in the event of bullying 

instances 
 Being aware of the anti-bullying policy and schools rules in relation to bullying 

behaviour 
 Knowledge among pupils/students of the different types of bullying 

It is also notable that responses at post-primary level were less positive than at primary 
level.  
 

 
 

PUPILS’/STUDENTS’ SURVEY 

  
 In this school, there are clear rules against hurting each other by what we 

say or do. 
 In school, I have learned about different kinds of bullying. 
 If someone is bullying me, I can get help from a teacher or other adult in the 

school. 
 

PARENTS’ SURVEY 

 I have been informed of the school’s anti-bullying policy. 
 I know who to approach in the school if my child experiences bullying. 
 I am confident that if my child experiences bullying the school will act 

promptly and effectively. 
 

TEACHERS’ SURVEY 

 This school deals with all types of bullying promptly and effectively. 
 Whole-school organisational policies (code of behaviour, anti-bullying) 

inform day-to-day life in this school. 
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10. Update on Education (Student and Parent Charter) Bill  

 

The Programme for Government 2020 contains a commitment to enacting the Student 

and Parent Charter Bill. The Bill has just passed second stage in the Dáil on 8th July 

and has been referred to the Select Committee on Education, Further and Higher 

Education, Research, Innovation and Science by Order. 

 

The Bill provides for all schools to have a Student and Parent Charter and for the 

Minister to issue guidelines, following consultation, in accordance with which every 

school’s Student and Parent Charter shall be prepared, published and implemented. 

The comprehensive consultation process on the development of the guidelines should 

help ensure that all schools will have charters that are clear, workable and practical 

for the whole school community. 

 

The Bill will enable the school community to be better informed about matters relating 

to their school.  Under national guidelines provided for in the legislation, schools will 

be required to provide a range of information to the school community, which includes 

staff, students and parents, on school plans and policies such as the school bullying 

policy and also how complaints are dealt with.  

 

The charter guidelines will set out requirements in relation to consulting with students 

and their parents in relation to such school plans and policies. Schools will also be 

required to invite and respond to feedback and comments from students and their 

parents on an ongoing basis.  

 

Under the provisions of the Bill, the charter guidelines may require schools to provide 

information to students and parents on the number and types of complaints that it 

receives and information on their outcomes.  

 

The Bill is intended to facilitate and support that shift in how schools engage with the 

school community by inviting feedback, comment and observations from students, 

parents and school staff and by developing a listening culture in the school. 
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The Bill aims to move away from concentrating on reacting to problems in schools 

after they give rise to grievances to an approach which improves the day-to-day 

experience students, parents and staff can expect from schools.  

 

The Bill recognises that formal complaints may still arise and it provides for the Charter 

guidelines to put in place new standardised complaints procedures for students and 

parents that will have to be followed by all schools. The charter guidelines will set out 

the details of the new complaints procedures and these will focus on dealing with 

complaints efficiently, effectively and, as far as possible, informally. The complaints 

procedures will be developed in consultation with the stakeholders including parent 

and student representatives which should help ensure that they are straightforward, 

fair and easily understandable by all. 
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