
[bookmark: _Toc290059706][bookmark: _Toc290059707]Treating ignorance with ignorance: A cross-border Irish study of student teachers’ knowledge, experience, and confidence in dealing with disablist bullying.

[bookmark: _Toc290281857]Introduction: Research Exploring Bully/victim Problems
Research exploring bully/victim problems has become an issue of immense and growing international concern in recent years.  While reports of bullying are not a new phenomenon (e.g., Hughes 1857), we are at a stage whereby we have a substantive cross-national knowledge regarding the nature, incidence, correlates, and management of traditional ‘face-to-face’ (f2f: Mc Guckin, Cummins, & Lewis 2010a) bully/victim problems among school pupils (see Smith et al. 1999 for a review).  We are also fortunate to have a robust knowledge base regarding successful intervention and prevention programmes in the area (for scholarly reviews see Farrington & Ttofi 2009; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby 2004).  Relatively little attention is paid however to ‘disablist’ bullying – where those with a disability / Special Educational Need (SEN) are directly involved in bully/victim problems.

Disablist Bullying
One of the few available definitions of disablist bullying refers to it as “… hurtful, insulting or intimidating behaviour related to a perceived or actual disability” (Northern Ireland Anti-Bullying Forum: NIABF, 2010).  Possible manifestations of disablist bullying include: the regular use, consciously or unconsciously, of offensive and discriminatory language; verbal abuse and threats; public ridicule; jokes about disability; exclusion from social groups; refusal to cooperate with someone because of their impairment; or refusing to meet a disabled person’s access needs (Bristol City Council, 2006, p. 18).
While many studies have explored the nature, incidence, and correlates of disablist bullying – either in a general manner (e.g., Fernández, 2009) or related to specific categories of SEN / disability (e.g., Autistic Spectrum Disorders [ASD]: Humphrey & Symes, 2010a,b; Wainscot et al., 2008; Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder [ADHD]: Unnever & Cornell, 2003; Learning Disabilities (LD) and co-morbid psychiatric problems; Baumeister, Storch, & Geffken, 2008; Martlew & Hodson, 1991; Mishna, 2003; Nabuzoka & Smith 1993; Thompson, Whitney, & Smith 1994; chronic disease: Nordhagen et al., 2005; mental health: Kumpulainen, Räsänen, & Puura, 2001), like much research in the area of bully/victim problems, this has occurred on a sporadic and less than systematic manner (Mc Guckin, Lewis, & Cummins, 2010b).  Despite this, a common finding is that there are higher incidence rates among children with SEN than among those without (e.g., U.S.: Carter & Spencer, 2006; The Netherlands: De Monchy, Pijl, & Zandberg, 2004; England: Norwich & Kelly, 2004).  However, in attempting to understand the role of education in ameliorating the insidious effects of bully/victim problems involving children with SEN / disabilities, rather little attention has been focused on the role of the educator.  
There are at least two reasons why children with SEN / disabilities may be at higher risk for involvement in such problems: they are less socially competent (Whitney, Nabuzoka, & Smith, 1992) and tend to have fewer friendships – a significant buffer from being victimized (Martlew & Hodson, 1991).  These are both areas where the influence of educators can have a positive effect.  In her extensive review of the literature, Frederickson (2010) reported that some studies (such as Newberry & Parish, 1987) have shown that peer acceptance can be greater for more clearly apparent needs and disabilities (e.g., severe learning difficulties or hearing impairment) but not for less obvious specific learning difficulties (e.g., dyslexia) or low achieving pupils.  As Frederickson (2010, p. 9) notes, “... in these cases there is nothing to signal to classmates that these pupils are deserving of special consideration”.  Frederickson (2010) cites Morton and Campbell (2008) who found that it was the class teacher who was the most persuasive source (rather than other professionals or parents) in presenting explanatory information to peers about a classmate with autism.
Guidance to teachers in dealing with disablist bullying remains relatively scarce.  In the United Kingdom, the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF: 2008) Safe to Learn materials include one publication which addresses Bullying Involving Children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities.  This comprehensive document considers legal duties for schools in relation to pupils with SEN; preventative strategies (e.g., school policy, listening to the voice of pupils with SEN, using the curriculum to tackle disablist bullying), and also response strategies (e.g., use of appropriate sanctions, peer mentoring).  On a regional level, the guidance offered by Bristol City Council (2006) is also detailed and, in addition to the topics covered by DCSF (2008), also offers guidance on supporting victims and monitoring and recording incidents.  In Ireland (North and South) there is no specific guidance offered to schools on disablist bullying, with the exception of the recently published (and very brief) pamphlet on the subject, by NIABF (2010).   
Given the absence of any comparable studies to date, and the pivotal role that teachers play in combating such issues, this research study set out to investigate student teachers’ experience and confidence in dealing with disablist bullying in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.  The project also aimed to identify priorities for Initial Teacher Education in both jurisdictions in moving towards improving the preparation of teachers to address effectively the issue of disablist bullying in schools.
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Methodology
Guided by the ethical guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (2004), ethical approval for the research was granted by the Ethics Committees of both participating institutions.
A mixed methodological approach was utilised.  A staged process began with qualitative analysis of focus group discussions, followed by questionnaires providing a descriptive overview of experience and confidence, which served to supplement the qualitative data.   
Two centres for Initial Teacher Education (ITE), one in each jurisdiction, were selected for recruitment of participants.  In both cases, all final year teacher education students were invited to participate.  
Following pilot studies in both locations, 18 student teachers participated in the focus groups (2 per centre). Eleven (61.11%) of the participants were studying to become primary school teachers (Northern Ireland [NI]: n = 6; Republic of Ireland [RoI]: n = 5), while the remaining 7 (38.9%) were studying to become post-primary teachers (NI: n = 4; RoI: n = 3).  
Clusters of questions were developed regarding experience and confidence regarding, for example, policy, legislation, and official publications in each of the key areas of enquiry: (i) SEN, (ii) bully/victim problems, and (iii) disablist bullying.  The semi-structured approach concluded with participants being asked to suggest alterations to current ITE provision.
A total of 257 questionnaires were completed and returned for analysis (NI: n = 65, 25.3%; RoI, n = 192, 74.7%).  The overall response rate was 55.5% (463 distributed).  The majority of respondents (90%; n = 233) were studying to become primary school teachers (80.7%, n = 188 of these were from the Republic of Ireland).  
Questionnaire content was presented in a similar sequential style as with the focus groups (i.e., SEN, bully/victim problems, disablist-bullying).  Response option formats included multiple choice, forced choice, and Likert scales.
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Results
The results of the focus groups and questionnaires are presented together below for each of the three areas explored in the study.

[bookmark: _Toc290281869]Theme 1: Special Educational Needs (SEN)
The overwhelming majority of respondents to the questionnaire felt that it is important for student teachers to be trained to meet the needs of pupils with SEN (98.8%, n = 255: ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’).  However, while 45.5% (n = 118) of respondents felt that their ITE course(s) had prepared them to meet the needs of children with SEN, over half reported a lack of confidence in their ability to teach students with SEN (55.3%, n = 142: ‘Strongly Disagree’, ‘Disagree’, or ‘Unsure’).   This lack of confidence was also explored in the focus groups where a general feeling was expressed by many participants that the most successful approach to teaching about SEN was to have a balance between the theory (understanding the nature of a condition) and learning about the practice (classroom strategies).  
This preference for practical expertise was reflected in the responses to the questions in both the questionnaire and in the focus groups regarding students’ knowledge of relevant SEN legislation in the respective jurisdictions.  In the questionnaire, only a third of respondents ‘Agreed’ (30.9%, n = 79) or ‘Strongly Agreed’ (3.9%, n = 10) that they knew the relevant legislation regarding SEN in schools.  A further 38.3% (n = 98) reported that they were ‘Unsure’.  .

[bookmark: _Toc290281870]When asked to make recommendations for the improvement of the SEN section of their ITE courses, a large number of survey respondents suggested that the content could be enhanced by, for example, having ‘more practical strategies for the classroom’ (82.6%, n = 213), ‘advice from practising classroom teachers’ (76.0%, n = 196), and ‘more guidance on completing Individual Education Plans for children with SEN’ (72.5%, n = 187).  Over half of the respondents suggested: ‘more guidance about how to work effectively with SEN classroom assistants’ (66.3%, n = 171), ‘greater focus on working with children with SEN in mainstream school placements’ (60.9%, n = 157), and ‘longer placements in special schools’ (53.1%, n = 137).    Less than one-third of the respondents felt that it would be beneficial to have more input regarding ‘relevant legislation’ (32.2%, n = 83) or ‘child protection issues in a special education setting’ (27.1%, n = 70).

Theme 2: Bullying
Nearly all the respondents to the questionnaire (98%, n = 253) endorsed the view that the existence of bully/victim problems in schools is an important issue. Similarly, the majority of respondents agreed that dealing with such incidents is part of the responsibility of the classroom teacher (94.2%, n = 244).  However, contradictory to the legislation in both jurisdictions, only 47.3% (n = 121) of respondents felt that it was a legal obligation to implement a school-wide anti-bullying programme, and only 65.2% (n = 167) felt that there was a requirement to be proactive in combating bully/victim problems within classes / schools.  While 95.3% (n = 244) agreed that it was a legal obligation to have an anti-bullying policy, only 26.8% (n = 69) of respondents reported that they knew the relevant legislation regarding the management of bully/victim problems in schools (37.4%, n = 96 were ‘Unsure’).  
As with the discussion of SEN, there was a feeling among many of the students interviewed that practical advice on preventing and dealing with bullying was what they most wanted to tackle the reality of the issue in schools.  
Nearly two-thirds of questionnaire respondents (64.8%, n = 167) reported that they felt confident in their ability to deal with bullying incidents, should they arise in school (27.5%, n = 71 were ‘Unsure’).  While 29.8% (n = 72) had not had to deal with any incidents of bullying in the course of their teaching placements to date, just over two-thirds (68.6%, n = 166) had to deal with between 1 and 7 incidents.  Four respondents (1.6%) reported that they had dealt with between 8 and 12 incidents.  This was also explored in the focus groups, where students reported a range of experiences of bullying on school placement, from little or no incidence (and the misuse of the term bullying by some primary pupils to refer to routine fall-outs) to more serious cases of sexual intimidation and cyber-bullying.  Those students who had been taught about bully/victims problems were generally confident about how to respond to such behaviour.
However, for those students in Northern Ireland who had not chosen the Pastoral Care optional module of study, there was less certainty about how to respond.  For instance, one such student noted that he had never touched on the causes or impact of bullying and admitted that his reaction to a bullying incident would be to deal with it purely instinctively:
“You deal with it naturally.  And that has the potential to be an ineffective reaction.  I mean I don’t know, or, I don’t know why or what causes bullying; I don’t know what the outcomes for people that are bullied are.  I mean formally I’ve never, I’ve never even touched on it ...” (NI, primary)
Unanimously, all respondents ‘Agreed’ (22.8%, n = 59) or ‘Strongly Agreed’ (77.2%, n = 200) that it is important for teachers to be trained to deal with bully/victim problems.  A large number of respondents suggested that provision for countering bully/victim problems in ITE programmes could be enhanced by, for example, having ‘more practical strategies for responding to incidents of bullying’ (81.7%, n = 210) and ‘advice from practising classroom teachers’ (70.4%, n = 181).  While 52.9% (n = 136) felt that ‘more information about school bullying-prevention strategies’ would be useful, 44.7% (n = 115) felt that ‘case studies to consider in College’ could be useful.  Less than one-third of respondents felt that ‘greater focus on bullying during school placement’ (29.2%, n = 75), ‘more detail regarding the relevant legislation’ (27.6%, n = 71), or ‘more background information about different types of bullying’ (26.1%, n = 67) would be useful additions to ITE.

[bookmark: _Toc290281887]Disablist Bullying
Although the majority of respondents to the questionnaire (87.7%, n = 214) reported that they had not had to deal with any incidents of disablist bullying during their teaching practice placements to date, 19 (7.8%) had dealt with 1 incident, 9 (3.7%) had dealt with 2 incidents, and 2 (0.8%) had dealt with 3 incidents.  
In the focus groups, the students recounted that children with SEN were at times deliberately excluded by their non-SEN peers.  One student explained how a child with Down’s Syndrome was frequently left out of activities and spent lunchtime walking around the playground with her Special Needs Assistant.  Another male pupil with ADHD was not usually included in lunchtime games of football and when he was, “they wouldn’t pass him the ball, because he seemed to, didn’t know what to do when he got it”.  Another primary student reported that a child with autism was not chosen as a partner to pick wildflowers on an outing because her non-SEN peers felt that, due to her very poor coordination, she would not be able to pick as many wild flowers as the others.  One student explained that the relationship was more complex: the peers were happy to provide practical help for the child with SEN (pack her bag, note down her homework) but they did not want to be friends on equal terms (“they didn’t want her that kind of way”). 
When asked in the questionnaire about their confidence in dealing with an incident of disablist bullying, nearly one-third of all respondents (30.8%, n = 79) reported that they did not feel confident in dealing with an incident of disablist bullying, with a further 45.5% (n = 117) being ‘Unsure’.  When asked what would guide their response to such an incident, the majority (54.1%, n = 138) reported that they would revert to ‘school policy’, and 43.5% (n = 111) said that they would seek ‘advice from a more experienced teacher(s)’.  Interestingly, just over one-third (35.3%, n = 90) reported that they would rely on ‘natural instinct’.  Less than one-in-eight student teachers (12.2%, n = 31) reported that they would rely on ‘knowledge gained from ITE’.
When asked in the questionnaire to name proactive strategies to prevent disablist bullying, students suggested an inclusive school ethos, awareness-raising among other children about the nature of SEN (including the use of puppets with younger children), peer-mentoring, and work with bystanders.  In terms of reactive strategies (i.e., in response to an incident), examples of responses included dealing with incidents promptly and effectively, with appropriate sanctions to the pupil responsible and support for the victim.
In the focus groups, participants told of how the attitude of the teacher had a significant positive impact on the inclusion of a child with SEN and thus on the prevention of bullying.  For example, in the case reported earlier of the young girl with autism left out by her peers as the class picked wild flowers, the student teacher began to ask the pupils to form groups of three rather than two, and regularly changed the groupings to encourage greater acceptance and less opportunity for bullying.
In some more complex cases, students reported that the perpetrator of the bullying in mainstream schools was, themselves, a child with SEN.  In some cases, this bullying could be targeted towards other children with SEN, in other cases towards children without any SEN.  The students found such cases particularly challenging to deal with, as one student teacher explained in relation to one eleven-year-old boy with spina bifida who was “very snide with people” and who “was able ... to really, really get at people”.  The same student confessed that he found this extremely difficult to deal with:
“I would take the most classes for P.E. and [he] would play up you know if we were playing football ah [he] would just, ah, kick somebody’s leg, just trip them because they were running past him and somebody would fall, ah, how do I, how do I deal with that? To the other ones I’d give them a wee fundamental movement skills exercise to do, can’t give it to [him], he’s physically disabled.  I found it very, very difficult to find any way of sort of reprimanding him, so yes, by necessity the bullying was almost tolerated.” (NI primary).
In terms of striving to develop student teachers’ knowledge of disablist bullying, over three-quarters of questionnaire respondents (76.9%, n = 193) reported that ITE programmes should include ‘more practical strategies for dealing with incidents of disablist bullying’.  Nearly half felt that it would be useful to get ‘advice from practising classroom teachers’ (49.8%, n = 125), have ‘more background information about disablist bullying’ (45.4%, n = 114), have ‘case studies to consider in College (39.0%, n = 98), or have ‘a dedicated website on disablist bullying for students / teachers’ (36.7%, n = 92).  Fewer felt that it would be useful to have ‘more detail regarding the relevant legislation’ (27.1%, n = 68), ‘CPD course next year’ (24.3%, n = 61), ‘greater focus on disablist bullying during school placement’ (21.1%, n = 53), or ‘links to external agencies’ (18.7%, n = 47).








Discussion
The aims of the current research were to explore the experience and confidence of student teachers in relation to dealing with SEN, bully/victim problems, and disablist bullying, and to outline the subsequent priorities for the future development of ITE across the island of Ireland.
[bookmark: _Toc290281891](i) The Experience and Confidence of Student Teachers in Relation to SEN
First, this study has highlighted that, despite the high importance attributed to SEN by almost all of the student teachers, only a minority felt confident in working with children with SEN in their classrooms.  Given the rise in the number of children with SEN in mainstream schools following legislation in both jurisdictions (Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act [EPSEN]: Government of Ireland, 2004; Special Educational Needs and Disability (Northern Ireland) Order 2005 [SENDO]: Department of Education for Northern Ireland, 2005), it is clear that ITE has failed in its duty to prepare these student teachers adequately for the current realities of the classroom.
When asked to make recommendations for ITE courses, the respondents showed little interest in more legislation, ‘theory’, or the background to different SEN, and instead wanted practical advice and practical strategies, preferably from those with direct classroom experience.    This again has implications for those who plan and deliver ITE courses in both jurisdictions.
  

[bookmark: _Toc290281892](ii) The Experience and Confidence of Student Teachers in Relation to Bully/victim Problems.
Second, although it was heartening to learn that the majority of student teachers in this study accept the existence of bully/victim problems in schools and the important role that teachers play in countering such insidious behaviours and attitudes, there was no evidence of any detailed knowledge or understanding of either the legislation or the policy in this area (e.g., Department for Education and Science, 1993).
While over two-thirds of the respondents in the survey indicated that they had to deal with bullying incidents while on teaching practice, this study revealed that course content was not consistent across the ITE institutions, with participants from Northern Ireland receiving tutelage in the area only if they selected an optional module (Pastoral Care) that explored bully/victim problems as part of its content.
It was noteworthy that all respondents to the survey felt that teachers should be trained to deal with such problems.  Consistent with the results regarding SEN, participants voiced their opinion that ITE should contain more practical advice and practical strategies for countering bully/victim problems, preferably from those with direct classroom experience.  
 
[bookmark: _Toc290281893](iii) The Experience and Confidence of Student Teachers in Relation to Disablist Bullying.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Third, this study has shown that, while students did have the opportunity to gain some level of knowledge and understanding of SEN and / or bullying, none had received any input during their ITE regarding disablist bullying (i.e., the interaction of the two areas).  Despite this, there were examples of how a positive school ethos, coupled with a successful approach to ‘inclusion’ by the classroom teacher (Morton & Campbell 2008), yielded positive interactions between pupils with SEN and their counterparts without SEN.  However, several of the students were able to relate incidents of disablist bullying that they had experienced while on teaching practice.  While it could be argued that some of these incidents may have occurred regardless of whether the child had a SEN or not, it is probable that the vast majority of incidents were enacted because of the SEN or were in some way related to the SEN (as in the case of a child with ASD who struggles with social interaction).  Moreover it is clear from the students’ accounts that in every case the presence of SEN made the situations more complex, sensitive, and difficult to deal with.
As with SEN and bully/victim problems more generally, the question arises here again as to the preparation (or not) of students for teaching practice and the ‘non-teaching’ related events that occur in classrooms and the wider school environs.  While nearly one-third of respondents reported that they did not feel confident in dealing with incidents of disablist bullying, just one in eight said that they would rely on what they had learnt in their ITE if confronted by disablist bullying.  Worryingly, just over one-third reported that they would revert to ‘natural instinct’.
Perhaps the most challenging example of disablist bullying that a teacher may have to counter is where the perpetrator, and possibly the victim too, has a SEN (De Monchy et al., 2004).  Exemplified in the research was an example of a student with spina bifida who was viewed as being a bully, who relied upon their superior intellect, coupled with indirect bullying techniques (e.g., snide comments).  
Yet again, in terms of planning for future ITE provision, the respondents asserted that ITE should contain more practical advice and practical strategies for countering disablist bullying, and again preferably from those with direct classroom experience.  

[bookmark: _Toc290281894]Conclusion 
This study set out to establish student teachers’ knowledge, experience and confidence in dealing with SEN, bully/victim problems, and disablist bullying, and has discovered that while provision in the areas of SEN and bullying was variable and patchy, to date none of the student teachers in either jurisdiction has received any formal guidance in disablist bullying as part of their ITE courses.  Hitherto, there has perhaps been an assumption that such bullying did not take place, that it was of little significance, or that student teachers would themselves be able to draw the connections between the areas of study of SEN and bullying in order to allow them to deal effectively with such incidents of disablist bullying.
However, this study has highlighted the falseness of any such assumptions of students’ knowledge and confidence in relation to disablist bullying for two main reasons: 
First, as indicated above, the level of knowledge and confidence of student teachers in the associated areas of SEN and bully/victim problems, even as discrete domains, is variable at best, with provision sporadic across institutions and inconsistent, even between programmes in the same institution.  This study has revealed poor knowledge of legislation relating to bully/victim problems or disability and an alarmingly low rate of confidence among students in dealing with children with SEN in their classrooms (less than half of participants felt confident).  Second, this study has added further evidence to confirm the importance, but also the complexity, of the issues which are associated with disablist bullying.  Through the interviews and questionnaires, participants spoke of their confusion in knowing how to respond to such incidents which may have involved the deliberate isolation or victimisation of a child with SEN, either by a child without a SEN or by another child with a SEN.  The level of complexity associated with some of the cases recounted in this study further strengthens the argument for the topic of disablist bullying to be included as part of ITE and CPD courses in both jurisdictions, rather than leaving student teachers to make instinct-led, and potentially damaging, responses to often immensely challenging incidents.
In conclusion, it is imperative that Teacher Education in both Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland acts to address the serious issues raised in this study, taking into account the recommendations made by the participants in relation to SEN, bully/victim problems and their nexus in disablist bullying, and taking steps to offer practical, comprehensive advice informed by classroom practice coupled with appropriate placements and grounded in the latest research findings.  
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