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Summary

This scoping study assesses the nature and extent of the evidence base in relation to the bullying of
children with special educational needs (SEN) and disabilities. This study was carried out in February
and March 2010 by the research team at the Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge, on
behalf of the Anti-Bullying Alliance, as part of the Department for Children, Schools and Families’
response to the Lamb Inquiry into Parental Confidence and Special Educational Needs.

The primary purpose of this scoping study is to confirm the viability of the key research questions,
and test out the search parameters for later review work; to assess the nature and strength of the
existing evidence base and provide an initial overview of trends in the literature. The scoping study
does not report on the findings of the literature, but will be followed by a substantial knowledge
review which will analyse the content of the best available literature in relation to the review areas.

Aims

This scoping study aims to identify the scale and scope of the evidence base in the literature for one
key review question, and three supplementary questions:

1) What does the evidence say are the most effective approaches that schools can take to a)
preventing and b) responding to the bullying of children with SEN and disabilities?

2) What evidence is there that children and young people with SEN or disabilities are
disproportionately vulnerable to experiencing bullying and/or peer victimization within the
school context?

3) What is particular about this group of children in respect of their vulnerability to bullying?

4) What does the evidence tell us about the challenges that schools face in effectively
preventing and responding to the bullying of children with SEN or disabilities?

Nature of the evidence base

The initial scoping process identified several hundred articles and publications that were potentially
relevant to the review questions. As described in the scoping study and in greater depth in the
appendix, these materials were put through a two-stage screening process to narrow down the
number of relevant papers.

Examination of this narrower selection of papers suggested that most studies of bullying and
children with special educational needs and disabilities are focused towards specific disabilities, with
less attention to the experiences of the general population of children with special educational
needs and disabilities within mainstream schools. The literature reviewed covered a mixture of
mainstream and special school settings. This review attempts to bring together such disparate case
studies.

Moreover, some studies employ a ‘deficit model’ of disability and bullying, identifying individual
weaknesses and characteristics attributed to children identified as having particular forms of SEN
and disability, rather than employing a ‘social model’ which focuses on the social environment and
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the interactions between bully and victim. It is therefore suggested that for the literature review, an
additional clause is added to Question 3:
What is particular about this group of children in respect of their vulnerability to bullying, in
the context of their interactions with their peers?

Moreover, while a proportion of the literature is of an evaluative nature, these studies tend to be
applying methods used in mainstream schooling (e.g. peer mediation) to children with SEN and
disabilities. Papers reporting on actual school-level interventions rarely explicitly outline the
challenges facing schools in preventing and responding to bullying of children with SEN and
disabilities, although evidence for this can be extracted from the substance of the papers. Relatively
few papers explicitly discuss effective practices for reducing or preventing bullying among children
with SEN and disabilities and those that do are often speculative. There is a shortage of papers that
report systematic and evaluative research into strategies for reducing and preventing such bullying.

Limitations of the scope

The following limitations should be noted. Sometimes abstracts were absent from the database
results, or were too brief to make an informed assessment of the relevance of the article for the
research questions. In other cases, we were unable to get full text versions of the articles selected
through the screening process. Only studies published since 1990 have been included, although few
articles were found from the period preceding this and the bulk of research is understood to have
been conducted in the 1990s and beyond. Many of the individuals and organisations we contacted
did not reply in time for inclusion in the scoping study, but will be available for the literature review
stage. Lastly, this scoping study has been a time-limited exercise, providing the foundations for a
more in-depth exploration of the literature in the final review, when members of the research team
will engage in deeper discussion and analysis of the cross-cutting characteristics of the evidence
base.

Implications for the main review

Given the scope of evidence and the gaps identified, this study suggests that there will be some
problems in answering question 1 based solely on the current evidence, as this is an emergent
research topic. While children with SEN and disabilities are evidently more vulnerable as a group to
bullying, the implications of particular interventions for future practice are less often explicitly drawn
out, especially because such strategies have only been implemented in a piecemeal rather than
systematic manner so far.

We may wish to consider how research question 3 is framed; while much of the literature takes a
relatively simplistic approach to identifying characteristics which may make a child more vulnerable
to bullying, more complex perspectives suggest that understanding the dynamics between the bully
and victim may be a more refined and effective way of analysing the issue.

As there is variation in the literature as to the types of schools which deal with bullying (e.g. special
schools, inclusive mainstream schools), and also the types of disabilities and special needs which



children have, it may be problematic to draw overall conclusions about the challenges facing
schools. However, it is also possible to identify cross-cutting themes, and the literature review can
be seen as part of an ongoing process to produce substantive research overviews relating to bullying
and children with SEN and disabilities.



Purpose and scope of the study

This section outlines the rationale for the scoping study and the review questions to be answered in
the literature review.

The Lamb Inquiry was established as part of the Government’s response to the House of Commons
Education and Skills Committee Report Special Educational Needs: Assessment and Funding. The
Lamb Inquiry, under the chairmanship of Brian Lamb, the Chair of the Special Educational
Consortium, investigated a range of ways in which parental confidence in the SEN assessment
process might be improved. In the final report (December 2009), one of the recommendations was
that the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) should review the effectiveness of a
range of approaches to preventing and tackling bullying of children with SEN and disabilities and
invest further in those with the most impact’. This project was therefore launched early in 2010, led
by the Anti-Bullying Alliance working with key organisations, to identify best practice in tackling SEN
and disabilities-related bullying and to explore how schools can be supported to address it’.

The aim of this project is to understand and then exemplify the most effective® responses schools
can make to preventing and responding to the bullying of children and young people with SEN and
disabilities. The key audience for this is the schools sector. From this DCSF will also be able to make
any further investment in measures which have most impact — this may include financial investment
in terms of resources to support practice or investment through changes to policy.

The project is structured in two distinct but concurrent phases, a knowledge phase and a products
phase. The weighting of the project is towards knowledge, and this scoping study marks the first part
of this phase. This scoping study aims to assess the scale and scope of the evidence base in relation
to the effectiveness of measures to prevent and respond to the bullying or victimization of children
with SEN and disabilities.

Policy background

Since the 1990s, preventing and responding to bullying in schools has been increasingly prioritised in
education policy and official literature. There has been acknowledgement that schools themselves
can play an effective role in preventing and tackling bullying, and in relation to this there have been
increasing requirements for schools to have explicit policies on bullying. The most recent initiative
from the DCSF has been the publication of Safe to Learn (2007), guidance for schools on how they
can prevent and respond to bullying, including the creation of a whole-school policy, local authority
actions, and staff professional development.

Since 2000, there has been an increasing concern about the relationship between bullying and
children with SEN and disabilities, especially in the light of developments in relation to the inclusion
of children with SEN and disabilities in mainstream settings. Some commentators (for example,

! Recommendation 9, Lamb Inquiry: Special Educational Needs and Parental Confidence, December 2009,
p33/34.

2 Secretary of State’s written ministerial statement in response to Lamb Inquiry recommendations, 16.12.09
* Definitions of effectiveness a) in relation to the child or young person through minimising or reducing harm
b) in relation to school cost in terms of time, human resource, investment to achieve



Warnock, 2005) have suggested that these developments have resulted in children with SEN and
disabilities becoming more vulnerable to marginalisation and victimisation. As this is an emergent
field, however, relatively little research has been conducted so far on whether and how children
with SEN and disabilities might be particularly at risk from bullying, particularly within school
contexts. Recent publications, particularly from advocacy groups, have looked at groups that are
apparently particularly vulnerable to bullying, pressing for more attention to issues of isolation,
victimisation and the mental health of people with disabilities. However, publications so far include
Count Us In (Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities, 2002); The Mental Health of Children
and Adolescents with Learning Disabilities (Emerson and Hatton, 2007); Don’t Stick It, Stop It
(Mencap, 2007); and Getting Away with Murder (Scope, 2008). Wider-scale research is yet to be
forthcoming, although publications such as these represent more substantial approaches to the
issues.

As detailed later in this study, most existing studies of bullying address specific categories of SEN and
disability, resulting in a ‘patchwork quilt’ of research findings relating to different groups. Our
research review will therefore make a contribution to this emergent field by attempting to provide
an overview and meta-analysis of the issues.

Scope questions
The review team primarily considered one key question:

e What does the evidence say are the most effective approaches that schools can take to a)
preventing and b) responding to the bullying of children with SEN and disabilities?

Additionally, the study addresses three key context questions:

e What evidence is there that children and young people with SEN or disabilities are
disproportionately vulnerable to experiencing bullying and/or peer victimization within the
school context?

e What is particular about this group of children in respect of their vulnerability to bullying?

e What does the evidence tell us about the challenges that schools face in effectively
preventing and responding to the bullying of children with SEN or disabilities?

The aim of this scoping study is to ‘stress’ test the integrity of the key questions, and set search
parameters for the full literature review. Additionally, it aims to establish the nature and strength of
the evidence available, report on trends in the literature, identify relevant data sets and make
recommendations for refinements or changes regarding the key questions in relation to the
evidence available. In this way it provides the foundation for the literature review.

Definitions



In approaching the research questions, we have used the following definitions, decided on through
consultation within the research team.

¢ The phrase ‘special educational needs (SEN) and disabilities’ was taken from DCSF guidance,
and understood to cover a broad range of conditions (including, for example, autism
spectrum disorders, physical disabilities, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder). This is
discussed further in the section on terminology below.

e ‘Children and young people’ were defined as children in primary or secondary school.
Studies relating to children of pre-school age, adults, or young adults not in school, were
excluded, although there is also literature on aggression towards toddlers and adults with
SEN and disabilities. This decision was made due to the need to focus on challenges faced in
particular by schools, and on the measures that can be taken by schools.

e ‘Bullying’ was defined as bullying between peers, rather than physical or psychological abuse
from adults towards children. The definition of bullying was taken from the DCSF ‘Safe to
Learn’ guidance (2007: 11), which defines bullying as:

Behaviour by an individual or group, usually repeated over time, that intentionally
hurts another individual or group either physically or emotionally.

Thus our definition did not include random or isolated incidences of aggression or violence,
instead paying attention to the particularly victimising nature of targeted bullying behaviour.

e We adopted a flexible interpretation of the phrase ‘most effective approaches’,
acknowledging, in the light of the literature, that effectiveness can be identified across a
variety of dimensions (e.g. reduced frequency of bullying behaviour, improvements in
reported emotional well-being, enhanced resilience or social participation).

Terminology

Different terms have been used to refer to ‘special educational needs’ and ‘disabilities’ in different
time periods and geographical locations. Using a variety of related or alternative search terms
enabled us to locate clusters of articles focusing on aspects of bullying and/or victimisation and
children with SEN and/or disabilities. It is worth noting that much of this literature is relatively
current so archaic terminologies (‘educationally subnormal’ or ‘physically handicapped’) were less
relevant.

However, the phrase ‘special educational needs (SEN)’ is still in use, sometimes shortened to the
more generic ‘special needs’. These terms are being replaced in some contexts by phrases like
‘additional needs’ (e.g. in Scotland) or ‘exceptionalities’ (e.g. in Canada).

The term ‘disabilities’ is used widely to denote a range of impairments and disabilities. Sometimes
the term is qualified by adding an emphasis on ‘physical disabilities’ to denote a subset of



‘disabilities’. Technically, some children have disabilities occurring as a result of ‘cerebral palsy’.
Some children are described simply as having ‘health needs’.

The term ‘learning difficulties’ is currently used in England (in educationally-focused literature) and
in this scoping paper and is equivalent to ‘learning disabilities’ (in health or social services-orientated
literature). This term is sometimes subdivided into categories such as, for example, ‘severe learning
difficulties’ or ‘moderate learning difficulties’. The same difficulties are described in other contexts
as ‘intellectual disabilities’ (in the Far East and Australasia) and as ‘mental retardation’ (in North
America) with subdivisions as in ‘mild retardation’ etc. The term ‘educational difficulties’ is beginning
to be used in some contexts. Some children will be diagnosed specifically with ‘Down syndrome’.

A number of articles focus on children who are said to experience ‘attention deficit/hyperactivity
disorder’ or ‘ADHD’. These difficulties may be associated with, or described as equivalent to,
‘hyperactivity’ or ‘inattention’. Other children may be described as displaying ‘disruptive behaviour’
or as having ‘movement co-ordination problems’. Other children may be said to experience
‘emotional problems’ or high levels of ‘arousal’. We have excluded from our work reports
concerning children who merely display difficult or challenging behaviour without any other form of
associated disability or special educational need.

The preferred contemporary term for disabilities on the autistic spectrum is ‘autistic spectrum
disorders’ or ‘autism spectrum disorders (ASD)’ but the term ‘autism’ is still widely used. A specific
group of people who may have some autistic characteristics but who may achieve relatively high
academic attainments are described as having ‘Asperger syndrome’.

Children who experience a range of difficulties in speaking are described as having ‘speech and
language difficulties’ (commonly abbreviated to ‘SpLD’). Some articles refer to children whose
speech is marked by ‘stammering’. Other children may be diagnosed with ‘Tourette syndrome’.

Children who experience a range of hearing difficulties may be described as being ‘partially hearing’
or ‘deaf’.

Some children are described as experiencing ‘obesity’ or as being ‘gifted’ or as having an identity as a
child with SEN combined with an ‘ethnicity’ attributed to a minority grouping and as suffering
bullying and/or victimisation as a result.



Scoping study methods

Once the key questions had been set by the Anti-Bullying Alliance, in response to the brief of the

DCSF, the parameters for the research were decided (see Appendix). The scoping study used a broad

range of methods to identify relevant material:

Searches of bibliographic databases

Searches of project and organisation websites
Contacting individuals working in relevant organisations
Recommendations from the National Children’s Bureau.

Two screening stages were undertaken to filter out the materials most relevant to the research

questions.

Screening 1: was carried out using record titles and abstracts (where available) to ensure the search

results conformed to the search parameters and were relevant for answering the scoping study

questions.

Materials were excluded if:

they did not address the issue of bullying;

they were published before 1990;

they did not relate to a study in an English-speaking country, or were not published in
English;

they did not relate to the scoping study questions;

they reported on the causal effect of bullying on mental health problems and disorders;

a fuller report was published elsewhere;

they were duplicate records.

Screening 2: was conducted after consultation over the results of the first screening among the

research team, and further discussions about the remit of the study. Further materials were
excluded if:

they focused on ADHD-related ‘behavioural’ problems / disorders;

the bullying explored was between adults, or pre-school children;

they were investigating the effectiveness of medical treatments for aggressive behaviour or
ADHD;

the aggression and bullying investigated was occurring in non-school contexts (e.g. at home,
between parents, children and siblings).

After the second screening, full text versions of the articles were collected where possible and read

for analysis, to assess the evidence base for each of the research questions. These sources are listed

in the References section. As there was some considerable discussions within the research team

about specifically which literature was to be included at this stage (see ‘Cause and effect’, above), it

was decided that the literature review phase will also include a revisiting of the literature excluded

in the second screening, in order to confirm the criteria applied to this study.



Limitations
The following limitations should be noted.

e Sometimes abstracts were absent from the database results, or were too brief to make an
informed assessment of the relevance of the article for the research questions.

* In other cases, we were unable to get full text versions of the articles selected through the
screening process. This is largely a matter of timescale and many of the sources should be
able to be obtained for the full literature review.

®  Only studies published since 1990 have been included, although few articles were found
from the period preceding this and the bulk of research is understood to have been
conducted in the 1990s and beyond.

®  Many of the individuals and organisations we contacted did not reply in time for inclusion in
the scoping study, but will be available for the literature review stage.

e last, this scoping study has been a time-limited exercise, enabling the team to engage with
the literature at an initial level and providing the foundations for a more in-depth
exploration of the literature in the final review, when members of the research team will
engage in deeper discussion and analysis of the cross-cutting characteristics of the evidence
base.
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Assessment of the evidence base

Nature of the evidence base

The majority of papers were from studies in the UK or the US, with approximately 20% from other
countries (Australia, Canada, Israel, Jordan) and some interesting comparative studies from multiple
locations. The literature addressed bullying in a mixture of mainstream and special school settings
(sometimes with comparisons between settings). Research tended to focus on the incidence of
bullying in relation to specific disabilities, with less attention to the experiences of the general
population of children with SEN and disabilities within mainstream schools. This review therefore
attempts to bring together such disparate case studies.

Different types of literature explore these issues; these include:
® research articles in peer-reviewed journals;
e reports produced by voluntary sector organisations (such as Mencap);
® consciousness-raising and polemical literature from advocacy groups;
e policy-related literature produced by government departments;
® enquiries carried out by the voluntary sector;
e speculative work identifying problems and hypothesising on possible responses.

Scope of evidence for Question 1: What does the evidence say are the most effective
approaches that schools can take to a) preventing and b) responding to the bullying of
children with SEN and disabilities?

Research question one is the prime research question for this literature review. It can be examined
directly and indirectly i.e. by examining studies that explicitly state that they are addressing the
aspects of prevention or intervention set out in the question or by drawing inferences for practice
from studies that are less explicit. An initial scan of the abstracts suggested that we could consider
93 papers as addressing this category. A further sifting excluded papers that addressed the general
management of children who were deemed to be aggressive or challenging, e.g. papers such as
those that examined anger management in pupils with emotional and behavioural difficulties. Also
excluded were papers that dealt with general aspects of a specific need or disability such as Autism
factfile or which were not evidence based but were rather an advocacy for consideration of the
important of taking bullying seriously for pupils with SEN and disabilities. This reduced the number
of papers to 33.

Of these 33, 16 papers were not able to be finally judged either because the abstracts were
unavailable or were insufficient to make a judgment about the nature of the evidence or the
emphasis within the paper on bullying prevention and intervention. However these papers appeared
to be somewhat relevant to the research question 1.

The 17 remaining papers addressed a wide range of needs and disability. The majority (nine) focused
very specifically on the needs of groups, such as those with a hearing difficulty or deafness, Tourette
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syndrome, children with cerebral palsy and Asperger syndrome, while the remaining eight focused
on the general category of children with SEN and disabilities. The categorisation, nomenclature and
philosophical approach to children with SEN and disabilities varied within these papers and mirrored
the international contexts. So in some papers a medical framework was used to describe children
with SEN and disabilities as maladjusted or as mentally retarded. The papers addressed both
mainstream and special school settings: four papers were explicitly sited in special school settings
but in some cases the judgements could not be made from the abstract and further work would
have to be done.

The range of interventions varied from a very specific intervention such as peer mediation or
bibliotherapy to more general interventions such as groupwork or building self-esteem. Direct
evidence of school wide interventions was weak. The evidence used to draw conclusions about
school wide or larger interventions was often based on surveys or interviews with young people
about their experience of being bullied in school, either ones they had attended or were attending,
and their recommendations for practice. Other types of literature were based on case studies
(including a narrative study), surveys of pupils’ views, interviews with pupils, measurement of
changes in specific behaviours, evaluations, reviews of research, parental ratings, teacher
evaluations or measurement using psychological scales. In five cases the type could not be judged at
this stage.

Scope of evidence for Question 2: What evidence is there that children and young people
with SEN or disabilities are disproportionately vulnerable to experiencing bullying and/or
peer victimization within the school context?

The largest proportion of items reckoned to be relevant to this review process (43 papers) addressed
this question. Rates of bullying and peer victimisation among children with SEN or disabilities were
major themes in the evidence base and it was clear that children experiencing a wide range of needs
also experience bullying and victimisation. The children who were most frequently represented in
these articles experience learning difficulties (13 papers) with two articles each referring to children
with moderate and severe learning difficulties respectively. Nine papers referred to children with
disabilities or physical disabilities; six to children with ASD or Asperger syndrome; six to children with
SEN; and three to children with SpLD. Pairs of papers reported the bullying and/or victimisation
experienced by children with ADHD and health care issues and single articles discussed the
experiences of children who are deaf, gifted or obese.

The majority of these papers reported systematic research conducted by skilled researchers (often
career researchers or academics and, significantly, professionals with backgrounds in psychology).
The majority of the papers had been published in respectable peer reviewed journals and reflected
the use of a variety of research methodologies including: questionnaire surveys (addressed to
professionals, parents and students, sometimes in combination); interview surveys (frequently of
students); case studies (for example, of specific illustrative cases of victimisation); and meta-reviews
(where researchers have trawled through previous research in order to produce a wide-ranging
composite view of the issues). A number of papers reported the use of self-report scales, such as
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Reynold’s Bully Victimisation Scale; Olweus’ Bullying Self-Report Questionnaire; Harter’s Social
Support Scale or the School Violence Anxiety Scale, with students. A few publications reported the
outcomes of major and systematic inquiry processes (for example, those promoted by voluntary
sector organisations like the Foundation for People with Learning Disabilities) or funded research
projects (as, for example, in relation to Mencap’s work). Some of the publications, rather than
reporting research, focused on policy making or guidance for practitioners (for example, from the
Department for Education and Skills); on advocacy (for example, from Mencap); or on
consciousness-raising or polemic (for example, from advocacy groups).

Scope of evidence for Question 3: What is particular about this group of children in
respect of their vulnerability to bullying?

Fewer papers (a total of 41 papers) could be said to isolate and describe the characteristics of
children that might render them vulnerable to victimisation and/or bullying. These characteristics
are widely spread and cover a broader range of difficulties than those referred to in the papers
addressing the disproportionate vulnerability to bullying and/or victimisation of children with SEN
and disabilities, although many papers could be said to address both question 2 and question 3. The
characteristics that were identified in the literature as making children vulnerable to bullying and/or
victimisation included: learning difficulties (seven papers); ASD and Asperger syndrome (six papers);
ADHD (including aggression, hyperactivity and inattention) (four papers); disabilities (four papers);
special needs (three papers); giftedness (three papers); SpLD (three papers); health care needs (two
papers); and one paper each referring to stammering; disruptive behaviour, Tourette syndrome,
cerebral palsy, arousal, emotional problems, exceptionalities, movement co-ordination problems
and ethnicity combined with disability.

We may wish to consider how this research question is framed. Much of the literature we read was,
indeed, concerned directly with what have been seen by researchers as characteristics that may
make children with exceptionalities vulnerable to bullying and/or victimisation. Other papers,
however, adopted arguably a more complex perspective and explored the interactions between
bullies and victims that enable victimisation to take place. In some of these papers, the differences
between bullies and victims were analysed, for example, in terms of social adjustment and/or social
skills or in terms of the effects, for both bullies and victims, of underlying psychopathologies. This
may be a more refined way in which to engage with the issue since we noted that, in some instances
(for example, among children with ADHD), children with SEN may emerge as both bullies and as
victims. Understanding the dynamics of these interactions may facilitate the development of a more
sophisticated analysis of the origins of the bullying and victimisation of children with SEN and
disabilities.

It is therefore suggested that for the literature review, an additional clause is added to Question 3:

What is particular about this group of children in respect of their vulnerability to bullying, in the
context of their interactions with their peers?
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The authorship, context and geographical spread of the papers that addressed this research
question were similar to those found in relation to research question 2 — indeed, a number of papers
addressed both these questions effectively. Again, the majority of these papers reported systematic
research conducted by skilled researchers and the papers were published in respectable peer
reviewed journals.

Scope of evidence for Question 4: What does the evidence tell us about the challenges
that schools face in effectively preventing and responding to the bullying of children with
SEN or disabilities?

Research question 4 is quite closely linked to the first research question, which tackles the different
approaches schools can take in addressing bullying and SEN and disabilities. No studies were found
that focused solely and directly on the challenges that schools face. However, two groups within the
literature indirectly engage with this issue. First, such challenges are in many cases discussed in
relation to the implementation of a particular scheme or framework to tackle bullying and SEN and
disabilities. Typically, these are evaluation studies conducted by academics, sometimes on behalf of
agencies. Many are therefore in the form of action research projects. In other cases, broader studies
of relationships between bullying and SEN and disabilities contained more general accounts of the
challenges facing schools. For articles not relating to the implementation and evaluation of specific
programmes or measures, more is said on responding to bullying than preventing it. Studies from
both groups typically drew on interviews and surveys of children and/or teachers.

These studies often specifically addressed particular types of SEN and disabilities (e.g. deafness,
ADHD, ASD) and as a result the challenges identified for schools differ significantly. In the final
literature review, therefore, it may be problematic to draw overall conclusions about the challenges
facing schools, because in the literature discussions about these challenges are quite specific to the
scheme being introduced (e.g. whether it is a whole-school intervention, whether teacher and/or
student training is involved, the nature of the SEN and disabilities which the bullied children have).
This is particularly the case because the literature is divided between studies of schemes in
mainstream schools, and schemes in special schools (and sometimes comparing incidences of
bullying between the two types) — each type of school will face different sorts of challenges when it
comes to tackling bullying. However, some generic challenges are identified too (e.g. cross-cutting
themes which emerge at this stage include: (lack of) supportive school action and environment /
complacency; issues around staff training; gender differences in being bullied; and teacher
assumptions about typical ‘bully’ attributes and characteristics, especially surrounding children with
SEN and disabilities).

The challenges for schools are rarely explicitly laid out but are usually discussed either in the
introductory section, in relation to why a particular measure or research project was launched; or
towards the end of the evaluation. The challenges facing schools are often implicit in the analysis
and will have to be drawn out of the sections on findings and implications, or from specific
recommendations for future practice.
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Moreover, challenges facing schools may be divided into two types: either relating to the challenges
of implementing a particular programme, or to more general challenges of preventing and
responding to bullying (e.g. being aware that certain groups are more vulnerable to bullying).

Some of the studies that initially seemed relevant were subsequently discounted. Some of the
studies were about school-age children and adolescents, but did not involve schemes in schools, and
therefore did not address the challenges that schools would face.

A few studies question the role of the school; for example, focusing on the importance of a school’s
moral philosophy in how it could respond (Nordmann) or on the role of the school as a potentially
oppressive structure defining ‘deviance’ (Watts and Erevelles). There are also a few shorter and
reflective pieces by people involved (e.g. mothers).

Gaps in the evidence base

Some anti-bullying approaches which have been developed for use in mainstream schooling (e.g.
staff training, ‘circle of friends’ and peer mentoring) have been applied to children with SEN and
disabilities, but there is little research so far on the effectiveness of these strategies. Also, as
discussed earlier, most studies relate to particular forms of SEN and disabilities, and there has been
hardly any ‘overview’ work on strategies that might cover all children with SEN and disabilities. Also
there is very little action research, or where this has been conducted, it has been on a small scale. In
this way, the existing literature is not specifically geared to resolving the problem.

Cause and effect

The main subjects of this study, as defined by the research questions, are children with SEN and
disabilities who are bullied. However, a significant proportion of the literature addresses the anti-
social and aggressive behaviour of children with particular forms of SEN and disabilities (e.g. autism,
Asperger syndrome or ADHD) towards their peers, and the challenges for schools in reducing this. As
part of this there is also some discussion about whether over-aggressive behaviour should be
classified as a disability.

As the scoping results for research question 3 discuss, this raises some questions about the way in
which the literature sets up the problem; in particular, that sometimes children with certain forms of
SEN and disabilities are positioned as having characteristics which make them inherently likely to be
bullies and/or bullied, rather than exploring the interactions and both sides of the relationship
between bully and victim. Thus one characteristic of the evidence base was the tendency to employ
a ‘deficit model’, labelling children as ‘maladjusted’, ‘anti-social’ or ‘aggressive’, or as having
characteristics making them likely to be bullies or bullied in future. The research team felt this view
was too simplistic and in the literature review will discuss the benefits of employing a ‘social model’
of disability and bullying which does not look only at the characteristics of one individual but also
considers the social and inter-personal environment in which the bullying is occurring. This also
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relates to broader debates in the school violence literature over whether some forms of behaviour
should be classified as ‘deviance’ when instead attention should be paid to the needs and conditions
of individuals (for example, Watts and Erevelles, 2004).

Further, many studies examine the significance of bullying in terms of causing mental health
problems (especially anxiety and depression) (e.g. Rigby, 2005). This literature was also excluded
from this study as it did not relate closely enough to the research questions, but there is a significant
literature on this.
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Design of the main review

The main purpose of the review of the knowledge base on bullying and children and young people
with SEN and/or disabilities is to establish what evidence there is to inform approaches that schools
might take to a) preventing and b) responding to this issue. This purpose is the focus of research
guestion 1, which is the prime question.

Research question 1. What does the evidence say are the most effective approaches that schools can
take to a) preventing and b) responding to the bullying of children with SEN and disabilities?

The first review of the evidence suggests that we will not easily be able to answer this question
directly based on the current evidence, since the research on this topic is only just emerging. There
has been a growing body of research on the general topic of bullying since 1990 but the specific
focus on the group of young people with SEN and disabilities is more recent and the research is
following behind the advocacy.

We can be clear that young people with SEN and disabilities are more vulnerable as a group but we
are less clear on the nature of the challenge for schools. Therefore, in establishing the current state
of the knowledge, we are arguing that the other three questions are very interwoven with the first
qguestion. The other three context questions are:

2. What evidence is there that children and young people with SEN or disabilities are
disproportionately vulnerable to experiencing bullying and/or peer victimization within the
school context?

3. What is particular about this group of children in respect of their vulnerability to bullying in
the context of their interactions with their peers?

4. What does the evidence tell us about the challenges that schools face in effectively
preventing and responding to the bullying of children with SEN or disabilities?

Many studies that report on research on particular aspects of bullying and young people with SEN
and disabilities, for example, also engage with implications for practice, albeit this was not the prime
purpose of a particular study. So, for example, retrospective surveys of young people with SEN and
disabilities and their experiences of bullying often conclude with suggestions for practice, even
though these recommendations may be speculative. These suggestions need to be considered even
though the evidence has a different status to that in a study in which a particular intervention or
strategy has been systematically trialled and evaluated.

So in looking at the implications for the review of our scoping study, we will not engage with the
research questions separately. However some specific comments related to particular questions can
be made.
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Research question 3

As detailed above, we would like to suggest that this question is extended to: What is particular
about this group of children in respect of their vulnerability to bullying, in the context of their
interactions with their peers?

While much of the literature is concerned directly with what are seen by researchers as
characteristics that may make children with exceptionalities vulnerable to bullying and/or
victimisation. Other papers, however, adopt arguably a more complex perspective and explore the
interactions that take place between bullies and victims that enable victimisation to take place. In
some of these papers, the differences between bullies and victims are analysed, for example, in
terms of social adjustment and/or social skills or in terms of the effects, for both bullies and victims,
of underlying psychopathologies. This may be a more refined way in which to engage with the issue
and it emerges that, in some instances (for example, among children with ADHD), children with SEN
may emerge as both bullies and as victims. Understanding the dynamics of these interactions may
facilitate the development of a more sophisticated analysis of the origins of the bullying and
victimisation of children with SEN and disabilities.

Research question 4

The reviewed studies often specifically address particular types of SEN and disabilities (e.g. deafness,
ADHD, ASD) and as a result the challenges identified for schools differ significantly. Further, the
settings for the studies also vary (e.g. between mainstream and special schools and units). In the
final literature review, therefore, it may be problematic to draw overall conclusions about the broad
challenges facing schools because, in the literature, discussions about these challenges are quite
specific to the scheme being introduced (e.g. whether it is a whole-school intervention, whether
teacher and/or student training is involved, and the nature of the SEN and disabilities which the
bullied children have). This is particularly the case because the literature is divided between studies
of schemes in mainstream schools, and schemes in special schools (and sometimes comparing
incidences of bullying between the two types) — each type of school will face different sorts of
challenges when it comes to tackling bullying. However, some generic challenges are also identified.
Cross-cutting themes which emerge at this stage include: (lack of) supportive school action and
environment / complacency; issues around staff training; gender differences in being bullied; and
teacher assumptions about typical ‘bully’ attributes and characteristics, especially surrounding
children with SEN and disabilities.

Implications for the main review

e We will need to be very clear on the different evidence bases for any conclusions drawn
from the review of the knowledge. We will also have to examine connections between the
different evidence bases since there is little research focused directly on the main research
questions.
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It will also be important to widen the search and explore some more general literature on
particular sub-groups among children labelled as having SEN and disabilities in order to
explore the sub-group particularities. For example are there particular issues around pupils
with emotional and behavioural difficulties?

We will have to signal very clearly when we are extrapolating from the evidence rather than
reporting well-established findings. This will be necessary since the evidence base is so
patchy and of such a variety of types e.g. advocacy, policy-making proposals, traditional
research or evaluation studies, speculative proposals.

We will explore further the settings of research studies. Both mainstream and special school
settings were represented in the review but it was not always clear from abstracts what the
setting was. We are also interested in what difference the setting makes to this research
guestion. We are interested in whether there are different issues regarding bullying and
young people with SEN and disabilities in these different settings and also whether different
types of research are undertaken in these different settings.

We will be very clear on the challenges for different school settings and on whether we can
make any generic recommendations.

Given the patchwork nature of the evidence we consider it important to go back and re-
examine the papers excluded on the basis that they dealt with the general management of a
particular difficulty.

The variety of types of research has already been commented on. There were more small -
scale studies, surveys and what could be called exploratory or illustrative studies; there were
fewer action research studies or evaluations of strategies or interventions. We will have to
differentiate clearly the types of research on which any conclusions are based and signal
these. It will also be important to look widely in the ‘gray’ literature for examples of
evaluated strategies so we will search websites and consult in the field to find such
documents.

We will need to identify clearly the gaps in the knowledge base, since this scoping exercise
suggests that there are big gaps.
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Appendix: Scoping study process

The study has been framed around the key questions from the DCSF. The task of the scoping study
was to elicit the nature and scope of the evidence base available for answering these questions. The
scoping study used a broad range of methods to identify relevant material:

e searches of bibliographic databases;

® searches of project and organisation websites;

e contacting individuals working in relevant organisations;

® recommendations from the National Children’s Bureau.

Two screening stages were undertaken to filter out the materials most relevant to the research
questions.

Screening 1: using record titles and abstracts (where available) to ensure the search results
conformed to the search parameters and were relevant for answering the scoping study questions.

Materials were excluded if:
* they did not address the issue of bullying;
* they were published before 1990;
e they did not relate to a study in an English-speaking country, or were not published in
English;
* they did not relate to the scoping study questions;
e they reported on the causal effect of bullying on mental health problems and disorders;
e afuller report was published elsewhere;
® they were duplicate records.

The inclusion/exclusion criteria are shown in Table 1:

Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Inclusion / Guidance
exclusion
criteria
1 EXCLUDE Published before 1990
Date of publication
2 EXCLUDE
Publication type
3 EXCLUDE Only UK, Ireland, USA, Canada, Australia, New
Location Zealand
4 EXCLUDE Only English-language publications
Language
5 EXCLUDE Publication must be relevant to research questions
Scope
6 EXCLUDE Only peer-peer bullying
7 EXCLUDE
Duplicated
elsewhere
8 INCLUDE Not excluded by above
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Records from the first stage of screening were then gathered and disseminated for the second
screening, following further discussions about inclusion and exclusion criteria. Further materials
were excluded if:
e they focused on ADHD-related ‘behavioural’ problems / disorders;
e the bullying explored was between adults, or pre-school children;
* they were investigating the effectiveness of medical treatments for aggressive behaviour or
ADHD;
® the aggression and bullying investigated was occurring in non-school contexts (home,
parents, siblings).

After the second screening, full text versions of the articles were collected where possible and read
for analysis, to assess the evidence base for each of the research questions. As there were some
considerable discussions within the research team about specifically which literature was to be
included at this stage, it was decided that the literature review phase will also include a revisiting of
the literature excluded in the second screening, in order to confirm the criteria applied to this study.

Table 2 shows the number of items found in the initial search, and selected at each screening stage,
by each database searched.

Table 2: Initial search results

Database Items found Items selected for
consideration
(screening 1)*

Applied Social Sciences Index | 16 6
and Abstracts (ASSIA)

Australian Education Index 355 25
British Education Index 190 36
ChildData 530 12°
International Bibliography of the | 96 14

Social Sciences

PsycArticles / Psycinfo 208 32
Social Care Online 64 23
Social Sciences Citation Index 397 88

* This was reduced again slightly for removal of duplicates and pre-1990 articles.
> As the ChildData results were received later on in the scoping process, there was a high level of duplication
with items already found.
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Social Services Abstracts 183 15

ZeToC 14 8

JSTOR 13 1

Search strategy

The following section contains information on the keyword and search strategies for each database
searched as part of the scoping study. The general approach was:

e Use the database subject listing or thesaurus where available, to identify the relevant
keywords or subject terms, as these varied considerably by database. These were then used
to construct compound searches using Boolean operators where possible. Where no subject
listing or thesaurus was available, free text searches were used to search titles and abstracts.

e Collate all abstracts from the database search results and conduct the first screening.
e Combine these with recommendations of references from individuals and organisations.
e Remove duplicates and conduct second screening.

All searches were limited to publications after 1990, in English language only. The keywords used in
the searches are outlined below.

A number of terms are used across databases: ‘DE’ denotes descriptor; ‘SU’ denotes subject; ‘KW’
denotes keyword; ‘TI’ denotes title.

Database searches were conducted during the week of 15™-19" February 2010. Please note that as
the recommendations from individuals and ChildData results were received at a later date, these
were not able to be allocated to specific research questions, but have been included in the reference
list because they will be drawn on for the main literature review.

Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (ASSIA)
ASSIA is an index of articles from over 500 international English language social science journals.

(DE="bullying" OR DE="emotional abuse" OR DE="psychological abuse" OR DE="verbal abuse" OR
“aggression” or “fighting” or “social aggression” or “verbal aggression” or “violence” or “childhood
psychological abuse” or “victimization” or “chronic victimization” or “revictimization” or
“harassment” or “disability harassment”) AND (DE="disability" or "apraxia" or "developmental
apraxia" or "blindness" or "night blindness" or "retinopathy of prematurity" or "functional
impairment" or "learning disabilities" or "aicardi syndrome" or "aspartylglucosaminuria" or "cri du
chat syndrome" or "de lange syndrome" or "down s syndrome" or "fragile x syndrome" or
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"nonverbal learning disabilities" or "prader willi syndrome" or "perceptual impairment" or "sensory
impairment" or "verbal disability" OR DE="autism" OR DE="asperger’s syndrome" OR DE="visual
impairment" OR DE="reading disabilities" OR DE="deaf" OR DE="behaviour disorders" OR
DE="psychiatric disorders" OR DE="special education" OR DE="mental health")

Australian Education Index

This database has over 200 Australian journals comprehensively indexed and more than 500
Australian and international journals are scanned for relevant articles. Books, conference
proceedings and papers, research and technical reports, theses and legislation are also indexed.

(Antisocial-Behaviour.DE. OR Aggression.W..DE. OR Bullying.W..DE. OR Emotional-Abuse.DE. OR
Verbal-Abuse.DE. OR Violence.W..DE.) AND (Disabilities#.W..MJ. OR SPECIAL-NEEDS-STUDENTS.MJ.
OR SPECIAL-EDUCATION.MJ. OR GIFTED-DISABLED.MJ. OR MENTAL HEALTH.MJ. OR DEPRESSION-
PSYCHOLOGY.MJ. OR ANXIETY.MJ. OR EMOTIONAL-PROBLEMS.MJ. OR LEARNING-PROBLEMS.MJ. OR
BEHAVIOUR-PROBLEMS.MJ.)

British Education Index

The British Education Index provides information on research, policy and practice in education and
training in the UK. Sources include over 300 journals, mostly published in the UK, plus other material
including reports, series and conference papers.

(Bullying.DE. OR aggression.DE. OR antisocial-behaviour.DE. OR violence.DE.) AND (special-
educational-needs.DE. OR learning-disabilities.DE. OR autism.DE. OR behaviour-problems.DE. OR
emotional-problems.DE. OR asperger-syndrome.DE. OR mental-disorders.DE.)

ChildData

ChildData is the National Children’s Bureau database, containing details of over 35,000 books,
reports and journal articles about children and young people.

keyword = (bullying or violence or emotional abuse or victims or physical abuse)
AND
keyword = (disability or downs syndrome or visual impairment or hearing impairment or autism or

aspergers syndrome or gifted or dyslexia or mental disability or mental disorders or special
education* or learning difficulties)

International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS)
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IBSS includes over 2.5 million bibliographic records relating to the four core social science subjects of
anthropology, economics, politics and sociology.

SU=BULLY* OR AGGRESS* OR VIOLEN* OR EMOTIONAL ABUSE OR VERBAL ABUSE OR ANTI-SOCIAL
BEHAVIOUR OR VICTIMISATION OR ISOLAT* OR TEAS* OR THREAT* OR PHYSICAL ABUSE OR
HARRASS*

AND

SU=DISABILIT* OR LEARNING DISABILIT* OR GIFTED OR DYSLE* OR VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS OR
HEARING IMPAIRMENTS OR ATTENTION DEFICIT* OR MENTAL DISORDERS OR DEVELOPMENTAL
DISABILITIES OR ASPERGER* OR AUTIS* OR DOWNS SYNDROME OR SPECIAL NEEDS* OR SPECIAL
EDUCATION* OR LEARNING PROBLEMS OR BEHAVIOUR PROBLEMS

Psycinfo
PsycIinfo contains more than 2.5 million records on psychological and behavioural science.

BULLY* OR AGGRESS* OR VIOLEN* OR EMOTIONAL ABUSE OR VERBAL ABUSE OR ANTI-SOCIAL
BEHAVIOUR OR VICTIMISATION OR ISOLAT* OR TEAS* OR THREAT* OR PHYSICAL ABUSE OR
HARRASS*

AND

DISABILIT* OR LEARNING DISABILIT* OR GIFTED OR DYSLE* OR VISUAL IMPAIRMENTS OR HEARING
IMPAIRMENTS OR ATTENTION DEFICIT* OR MENTAL DISORDERS OR DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES
OR ASPERGER* OR AUTIS* OR DOWNS SYNDROME OR SPECIAL NEEDS* OR SPECIAL EDUCATION* OR
LEARNING PROBLEMS OR BEHAVIOUR PROBLEMS

Social Care Online

Social Care Online is an internet database offering a range of information and research on all aspects
of social care and social work.

Topic=( “harassment” or “bullying” or “racial harassment” or “sexual harassment”) and
topic=(“communication disorders” or “speech impairment” or “learning disabilities” or “autistic
spectrum disorders” or “Aspergers syndrome” or “autism” or “Downs syndrome” or “Prader-Willi
syndrome” or “severe learning disabilities” or “Williams syndrome” or “learning disorders” or
“dyslexia” or “mobility” or “mobility impairment” or “multiple disabilities” or “physical disabilities”
or “cerebral palsy” or “cystic fibrosis” or “epilepsy” or “hereditary chorea” or “multiple sclerosis” or
“muscular dystrophy” or “spina bifida” or “sensory impairments” or “deaf blindness” or “hearing
impairment” or “deafness” or “visual impairment” or “severe disabilities” or “social role
valorisation”)

Social Sciences Citation Index
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Social Sciences Citation Index provides data from 2,474 of the world's leading social sciences journals
across 50 disciplines, as well as 3,500 of the world's leading scientific and technical journals.

TI=(Bully* or Aggress* or Violen* or Emotional abuse or Victimisation or Threat* or Harass*) and
TI=(Disabilit* or Learning disability* or Gifted or Hearing impairment or visual impairment or deaf or
blind or Attention deficit* or Developmental disabilit* or Autis* or dysle* or Downs syndrome or
Special education* or special needs or behavior problems or Behavior disorders)

Social Services Abstracts

Social Services Abstracts is an international database covering social work, social welfare and social
policy.

DE=(Bullying or Aggression or Violence or Emotional abuse or Victimisation or Threat or Harassment)
and DE=(Disability or Learning disabilities or Gifted or Gifted children or Hearing impairment or
Attention deficit disorder or Developmental disabilities or Autism or Autistic or Downs syndrome or
Special education or Behavior problems or Behavior disorders)

ZeTOC

ZeTOC provides access to the British Library’s electronic table of contents of journals and conference
proceedings. The search interface has quite limited functionality, with only search on author or title
possible.

Title= Bully* and Disabilit*

JSTOR

JSTOR contains archives of over one thousand leading academic journals across the humanities,
social sciences, and sciences, as well as select monographs and other materials valuable for
academic work.

Title= Bully* or Aggressive or aggression or Violent or violence or Emotional abuse or Victimization
or victimisation or Threat or Harassment

AND

Title= Disabilit* or Learning disabilit* or Gifted or Hearing impairment or Visual impairment or Deaf
or blind or Attention deficit or Developmental disability or Autism or autistic or dyslexia or dyslexic
or Downs syndrome or Special education or special needs or Behaviour problems or Behaviour
disorders
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