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Abstract

Bullying has become a serious problem for young people all over the world. Using action
research within the critical paradigm, this qualitative study examines the experiences of
young adult survivors of both physical and cyber bullying. Against a backdrop of rapid
technological advances in social media communication and the blurring of physical and
virtual bullying contexts, survivors provide poignant insights into how they grapple with the
psycho-social impacts of their experiences. These impacts include pain, poor self-image, fear,
loneliness, and feelings of dehumanisation. The study reveals that filmed incidents of
physical bullying posted on social media tethers the physical realm to cyber space creating
shifts and extensions along the dimensions of content, space, time, and participants. One of
the unique contributions of this study is a discussion on the interlocking nature of the four
dimensions of extension which gives rise to the concept of extended bullying. The
exploration of these multiple extensions provides insights into a particular and complex form
of bullying across physical and cyber spaces and how to develop educational interventions in
response. The research design, supported by the theoretical insights of Paulo Freire, Bradley
Evans, and Henry Giroux, provides a framework for knowledge production through
partnerships that involved reflection, sustained dialogue, and creative action with survivors,
youth and teachers. While revealing how pervasive and damaging extended bullying is, the
study also exposes how psycho-social impacts are only fully recognised and understood when
the phenomenon of bullying is viewed through the prism of multidimensional extensions. The
study emphasises the need to balance rigorous scholarship with the promotion of democratic

social change.

XV



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

The fourth industrial revolution represents a “fundamental change in the way we live, work
and relate to one another” ushering in “extraordinary technology advances” that are “merging
the physical, digital and biological worlds in ways that create both huge promise and

potential peril” (World Economic Forum, n.d.).

The digital age has given rise to major disruptions in how we relate to and communicate with
each other. For those with access, nearly every facet of our lives is digitally connected. We
connect with people seamlessly through rapid advances in social media platforms that
permeate the very fabric of our social world, forcing us to question “what it means to be
human” (Schwab, 2017, p. vii). In as much as we question what it means to be human, in
digital times, we also must explore how technology has shaped processes of dehumanisation
(World Economic Forum, n.d.). Examining bullying in the digital age allows us to pose and

respond to such important questions.

For a 15-year-old girl from Thohoyandou, a small town in the northeast of South Africa, the
fourth industrial revolution contributed to her suicide. In April 2021, Mas reported in The
Observer that Lufuno Mavhunga killed herself a day after a series of videos were posted
online showing a classmate assaulting her as her fellow learners stood by watching, laughing,
and cheering-on the aggressor. As the literature confirms, cyber bullying is growing at an
alarming rate. This is the age of digital violence and young people, like Lufuno, are the most

vulnerable as social media technology is increasingly weaponised.

Lufuno’s story is just one of the many widely covered cases of violence in South African
schools. Bullying, in both traditional and cyber forms, is becoming a significant form of
school violence. Against the backdrop of technological advances and the increasing

prevalence of recordings of school violence available for consumption on global media, and



especially social media, we are encouraged to think carefully about the changing logic of
violence in present day society, in particular, those aspects that enable the normalisation of
violence (Giroux & Evans, 2015). The prevalence, as well as the severity of the
consequences, of cyber bullying necessitates an investigation into why young people create,
circulate, and forward embarrassing content of their fellow learners — content that

deliberately violates, humiliates, and injures.

Loseke (2017, p. 22) asks: “How do people not suffering understand the experiences of those
who do?” The explosion of disturbing videos posted on social media of assaults and
harassment amongst school learners, aptly described by Burchell (2015, p. 37) as “...one just
as figuratively violent and unexpected”, provoked my academic interest in the phenomenon
of school violence and its somewhat unexplored relationship to the virtual schoolyard within

the context of cyber bullying that led to this study.

This chapter introduces the study by looking at its genesis and rationale. It provides a brief
overview of the background on bullying relevant to the study and sets out the purpose of the
study — to examine the nature and experiences of, and responses to physical and cyber
bullying in the digital age, while developing and proposing mitigating measures in the form
of an educational resource. The chapter also states the key research questions, research design
— paying attention to the framing of the study, its qualitative approach, and action research
underpinnings — and the data generation and analysis processes. The structure of the whole

thesis is outlined as well.

1.2 Rationale for the study

The evolving nature of bullying has prompted the need to question our understanding of such
social problems and how we, as a society, respond to these problems. Interestingly, both
Loseke (2017) and Olweus (2012) propose that developing a greater interest in and focus on
cyber bullying has the potential to illuminate, not only the phenomenon of cyber bullying, but

what occurs in traditional bullying within the school context as well. The past decade has



seen seismic shifts in the nature of bullying with increases in online manifestations
commensurate to the technological advances that have allowed social media to grow and
penetrate everyday life to an alarming level of intimacy. In the wake of this phenomenon, the
physical and social boundaries of the schoolyard have been redefined so that it now
encapsulates both physical and cyber dimensions. The proliferation of social media
technology suggests that the implications for cyber bullying will become of increasing

concern to a society in the digital age.

Large numbers of young people continue to participate in violent incidents, which are located
both in school and outside school (Moschos, 2016) and permeate all aspects of life. Despite
having one of the most progressive constitutions in the world, South Africa remains a
“violent society” with a culture of aggression being replicated in the schooling system
(Burton, 2008; Harber & Muthukrishna, 2000). While many schools comply with official
policies and protocols, physical and sexual abuse, gang-related activities, and bullying remain
common forms of violence in schools (Baruth & Mokoena, 2016). Considerable research
supports what Burton (2008) argues, that, fundamentally, South African schools contribute to
the occurrence of violence in society because they reflect the violent environment in which
they are embedded. The broader environment in South Africa is characterised by violence

that has both structural and cultural dimensions.

In South Africa, technology continues to play a significant role in young peoples’ lives. More
and more young people have become Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
users, are connected to the internet, and have cell phones (Kritzinger, 2017). Furthermore, the
advent of social media has raised critical issues relating to safety, privacy, and abuse due to
the growing forms of harm that arise from its use. This not only provokes social
responsibility, but is also a call to action for warrantable research, creating an imperative for
researchers to start connecting the dots between the physical and virtual realms. We are now
presented with novel tools to ask the questions to gain new knowledge and insights into

young peoples’ experiences of physical and cyber bullying.



Cyber bullying, originating from an act of violence perpetrated against a learner in an
extended school environment, tethers the physical domain to virtual space creating ever-
widening ripples of impact that continue to expose significant research voids. One such void
is investigation into the inter-connectedness of young peoples’ experiences of both the
physical and cyber dimensions of bullying and school violence. Thus, my research attempts
to straddle the physical-cyber divide to address this gap in the literature on bullying and
school violence. By integrating the data retrieved from online spaces into physical spaces and
vice versa, my research will contribute significantly to the existing literature by introducing

new understandings that emerge from an integrative perspective on school violence.

Seeking to open up the field of literature on survivors’ experiences, I am inspired by one of
the leading scholars in cyber bullying research, Menesini (2012). She reflects that “working
within the virtual domain can be a promising approach to address both face-to-face and cyber
bullying, especially if the intervention is school-based and takes into consideration both
social environments” (p. 550). My study aims to explore the deeper realities of young adult
survivors as they reflect on their experiences of bullying in school and its extension into
cyber space. At the same time, I intend to use the information gathered from my research to
develop and pilot possible solutions and interventions as encouraged by action research
advocates Kaye and Harris (2017). This aspect of my study is inspired by my sense of social
responsibility as a researcher and the fact that, while the regular media reports on school
violence and how video clips of such incidences are posted on social media cause momentary
outrage, they rarely lead to the sustained action necessary to address school violence in the

forms of both physical and cyber bullying.

It is important to note that this study consciously highlights how oppression intersects with
bullying by showing the workings of power within class, race, and gender. This is an
important aspect in South Africa as school violence is a painful reflection of our violently
fractured past. An intersectional approach is well supported by leading voices in the field
who encourage the undertaking of more studies that allow selected participants to share their
stories and their responses to the impact of the phenomena on their lives. This approach

differs substantially from existing research which generally only highlights the nature and



extent of cyber bullying but fails to capture the nuances of one’s lived experiences (Hinduja

& Patchin, 2012; Vanden Abeele, Van Cleemput, & Vandebosch, 2017).

The digital age provides a powerful platform to address critically, in a more nuanced way,
some of the more dominant violence discourses that surround young people and education.
While the research agenda for studies involving young people and violence is mainly steered
by educational officials, policy makers, and practitioners generally, the digital age brings
with it a considerable wealth of new experiences, information, meaning, and a new set of
questions which calls for a more interdisciplinary approach. It is within the above-mentioned
background that this study seeks to examine the nature and experiences of, as well as the
responses to, physical and cyber bullying and develop mitigation measures which could be
put into place. This study has been conducted in Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal, South
Africa.

1.3 The purpose of the study

The purpose of the study was to explore bullying in both physical and cyber space through a
focus on the experiences of young adult survivors within the digital age. The main objectives
of the study were to examine the experiences and nature of physical and cyber bullying
amongst the survivors, youth, and teachers, as well as their responses to the phenomenon.
The study sought to document and understand such experiences and to develop an
educational intervention in response. Such an intervention focussed on teacher-learner

engagements and involved developing and piloting an educational resource.

1.4 Key research questions

This action research study seeks to respond to the following key research questions:



1. What are young adult survivors’ experiences of bullying in physical and cyber
spaces?
2. How do young adult survivors respond to bullying in physical and cyber spaces?

3. What is the nature of bullying in physical and cyber spaces?

a. What new tools, skills, and knowledge can be developed to promote self-
efficacy and mitigate the challenges (experiences) of bullying in physical and
cyber spaces?

b. What can we learn from teachers piloting these tools and resources with their

learners?

1.5 Research Design / Approach to Study

Given the extent and social impact of physical and cyber bullying, there is an urgent need for
research that informs the development of educational interventions. In designing the research
structure and considering methodological approaches I sought an approach that provides a
platform for the voice and agency of the survivors of physical and cyber bullying. Thus, this
study was conceptualised within the critical paradigm using a qualitative research approach
that allowed access to insights from survivors, youth, and teachers. Accordingly, my
methodological framework was ‘action-research’ and drew on the theoretical insights and
educational commitments of Paulo Freire and contemporary theorists Bradley Evans and
Henry Giroux. Such an approach facilitated a robust engagement with critical pedagogy and
violence in the digital age. Action research provided a framework to ensure the centrality of
the young adult survivors within the overall research design, objectives, and outcomes. In so
doing, this approach created legitimate, trusted platforms to generate and help analyse the

study’s rich data.

Action research is a call-to-action for warrantable research, as recommended by Stringer
(2014) who observes that “if there are answers to these proliferating social problems, it is
likely that centralised policies will need to be complemented by the creative action of those
closest to their sources” (p. 2). Young adult survivors and their peers, as well as teachers, are

the closest sources for data and action related to bullying. Thus, this particular action
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research, which began with survivors, extended participation to other youth and teachers to
widen participation in critical research and action. The study encompassed a multi-layered,

multi-method process with a range of participant groups within an action research design.

The development of an action research plan in this study involved four phases: exploring
survivor experiences via interviews; engaging with youth on custom-developed educational
activities and tools in a workshop; engaging collaboratively with teachers on the educational
activities and tools in a workshop; and, finally, teachers engaging young learners for the
purposes of piloting and evaluating the developed educational resource. The action research
process generated rich data on the nature and experiences of, and responses to bullying and
explored mitigating measures in four phases. The process also offered opportunities for me,
as the researcher, to examine my epistemological and ontological positioning and to engage

in ongoing learning, development, and activism.

As action research connects theory and practice in concrete ways, not only does it serve as a
powerful tool for understanding physical and cyber forms of bullying theoretically, but it also
provides important practical strategies to respond to these. With praxis serving as a catalyst
for negotiating new meaning, survivors, youth, and teachers were given the space to articulate
the experiences and perspectives that directly affect their lives. Rather than a normalisation of
bullying, social action became a goal with young people and teachers who were inspired to
champion transformation for the wider community. The linking of critical pedagogy to the
theorising of experiences created a new space for interaction and delivered rich insights that
can shape curriculum development and policy to address the growing levels of physical and

cyber bullying.

Given the sensitive nature of the study and the need to mitigate against the risk of possible re-
traumatisation, the study navigated a myriad of ethical and design considerations. These
ethical challenges evoked robust discussion and stimulated the development of creative
research tools as ethics-in-practice issues emerged and were addressed during the various

phases of the study. Ethical compliance was adhered to and is set out in Chapter four.



1.7 Structure of the thesis

Chapter One

The first chapter of this thesis gives a brief background to and rationale for the study. It also
states the purpose of the study — to unearth the experiences and nature of, and responses to
bullying in physical and cyber space while offering mitigation measures for the phenomenon.
Finally, this chapter sets out the key research questions, the research design, ethical

considerations, and the structure of the thesis.

Chapter Two

Chapter two focuses on the literature which informs the study. It provides the definition of
bullying, as well as its characteristics and challenges. In addition, this chapter examines the
relationship between cyber and physical bullying and conceptualises bullying practices at

both global and local levels, in particular in schools.

Chapter Three

Chapter three presents the theoretical framework of the study. Freire, Evans, and Giroux are
the main scholars whose concepts were useful to the study. Freire’s concepts, such as
freedom and oppression, education, maintaining and overthrowing oppression, praxis,
dialogue and conscientisation, are considered. Evans and Giroux are two other scholars
whose work is drawn on to support the theory of Paulo Freire. Much attention is given to
Evans and Giroux’s conceptualisation of intolerable violence, spectacle of violence, and
disposability in the age of the spectacle. Such concepts have relevance to the study and were

thus employed as part of the theoretical framework of the study.

Chapter Four



Chapter four sets out the research methodology. It demonstrates the critical paradigm and
qualitative methodology that frame the study. The chapter also illustrates the action research
design involving four phases. In addition, Chapter four describes sampling procedures, which
involved purposive and snowball sampling. The chapter also discusses how data was
generated and analysed and the ethical and quality issues of this study. Ethical compliance

was adhered to and is set out in Chapter four.

Chapter Five

This chapter engages directly with young adult survivors’ personal experiences of physical
and cyber bullying. This first phase of data generation and action involved individual
interviews with survivors. The chapter begins with a synopsis of each survivor and their
experiences of bullying. Several themes and sub-themes emerge that unpack their stories. The
themes supported a move towards further data generation and helped inform the design of
educational activities and tools for Phase two. The chapter also introduces an original
conceptualisation of extended bullying, which includes four dimensions of extension as well

as an operational definition of extended bullying.

Chapter Six

This chapter describes the second phase of data generation during which a collaborative
workshop was carried out with youth. The chapter discusses the development of educational
activities and tools, namely online news articles, educational videos, survivor case profiles
and complex-type scenarios. This approach opened up possibilities for the development of an
educational resource that could serve as a practical intervention for addressing extended
bullying in schools. The chapter also discusses post-plenary activities focusing on the role of

theory and the facilitator’s reflections on Phase two.

Chapter Seven

Chapter seven focuses on the third phase of data generation which took the form of a

collaborative teacher workshop influenced by the strong recommendations put forward by



youth participants in Phase two. The purpose of this workshop was to create further
opportunities for teachers to recognise their own positionality in relation to the triggers and
rich insights that were identified in Phase two. A key intention behind engaging teachers was
to facilitate their input into the interrogation of the educational activities and tools used in

Phase two and to further the development of the educational resource.

Chapter Eight

This chapter describes Phase four of the study with particular focus on teachers piloting the
educational resource with learners. The key features identified by teachers in Phase three
contributed to the development of the educational resource. Three resource packages, each
comprising one unique extended bullying theme, namely, Exploring extended bullying,
Understanding feelings and Responding to extended bullying, were designed for teachers to
use with learners during the implementation/piloting session. Each package encompassed its
own lesson plan, objectives and a range of worksheet activities. The evaluation of the
educational resource involved a teacher feedback meeting paying attention to teacher
perspectives on learner-resource interaction and new directions for the resource beyond the

classroom.

Chapter Nine

Chapter nine focuses on the conceptualisation and theorisation of extended bullying as a
contribution to the body of knowledge on bullying. The chapter covers the conceptualisation
process which involved the identification of four dimensions, namely, content extension,
spatial extension, participant extension, and temporal extension. The chapter also presents an
extended bullying model, theorisations of psycho-social experiences, and theorisations of

extended bullying via the lens of Freire, Evans, and Giroux.

Chapter Ten

Chapter ten concludes the study. It presents a summary of key findings and theorisation, how

the researcher answered key research questions, and reflections on the methodology. The
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chapter also gives the recommendations of the study and describes the original contribution

of the thesis.

1.8 Conclusion

This chapter introduced the study and presented its background and purpose, to examine the
experiences, responses, and nature of physical and cyber bullying in the digital age. A critical
paradigm within the qualitative methodology, in which action research was prioritised, was
seen as most relevant to the study. The chapter also set out the rationale of the study and its
approach and action research design, in which a critical paradigm within the qualitative
methodology was highlighted. Finally, this chapter detailed the structure of the ten chapters
of this thesis. The next chapter will focus on the literature which informed the study, paying
particular attention to physical and cyber bullying in South Africa.
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CHAPTER TWO: PHYSICAL AND CYBER BULLYING

2.1 Introduction

The previous chapter introduced the study by giving the background and the rationale of the
study, the research problem, objectives, and the research methodology. This chapter discusses
literature that focuses on bullying, particularly physical and cyber bullying. It provides
insights into the definitions of bullying and the characteristics of both physical and cyber
bullying while exploring the relationship between the two types of bullying. This chapter also
provides a contextualisation of bullying and its complexities, the incidence of violence and
bullying in South African schools, the tools which have been used to bully, the impact of
social media, and the measures that have been put in place to mitigate physical and cyber

bullying in schools.

2.2 Definitions of bullying

Bullying is a globally recognised issue, particularly in schools. Besag (1989) defines bullying
as “the repeated attack which could be physical, psychological, social and verbal by those in
a position of power” (p. 4). Richardson and Hiu (2018), who undertook to design a global
indicator on bullying for school-going learners, argue that bullying is a complex form of
violence that can take on various manifestations and occurs to different levels all over the
world. Both Brendtro (2001) and Percy-Smith and Matthews (2001) argue that bullying can
include non-physical acts like being teased, sworn at, being the subject of gossip and
labelling, or the target of scorn and derision. Usually, such bullying is targeted at those who
are powerless to stop the violent behaviour. Their powerlessness is one of the main factors

which causes distress to the survivors of bullying.

Drawing on an extensive range of sources, Richardson and Hiu (2018) report that, according
to the global indicator on bullying for school-going learners, South Asia, and West and

Central Africa experience the highest levels of bullying while the Commonwealth of
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Independent States experiences the lowest levels. Richardson and Hiu (2018) also report that
bullying among young people was most common in poorer countries and observe that while
both males and females are affected by bullying, generally, survivors of bullying tend to be

younger and male.

A news report appeared on United Nations (UN) news in October 2018 which reveals that
close to 130 million young people globally are exposed to bullying (United Nations, 2018).
The fourth goal of the UN 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda (2015) highlights the need
to free young people from all forms of violence, including bullying and cyber bullying
(United Nations General Assembly, 2015). It is clear that bullying and cyber bullying are
areas of growing concern, both in terms of consequences for society and young peoples’
rights. Another recent news report published in 2020 reveals that in 40 developing countries,

42% of boys and 37% of girls are exposed to bullying (World Health Organisation, 2020).

According to Burton (2016, p. 125) Southern Africa has “little reliable, representative and
recent data on the extent of bullying or its relationship with other forms of violence or related
harms”. Such a lack of data has serious implications for anyone wanting to explore both the
nature and extent of, as well as the relationship between bullying in physical spaces and
forms of cyber bullying. Using surveys from 2013, Richardson and Hiu (2018) claim that
South Africa is high risk, with a bullying prevalence rate of 61.67%. According to them,
school leaners at the average age of 12 represent the highest at-risk population. Based on
these findings, it is clear that research on bullying in South Africa, particularly in relation to
the myriad new types of cyber bullying currently emerging, is essential. Against this
backdrop, research needs to provide an understanding of the nature of bullying, both physical
and cyber bullying, as well as the hybrid forms of these two main categories, as a first step

towards combatting the high prevalence rate of bullying in South Africa.

2.3 Characteristics — Nature of physical and cyber bullying
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This section focuses on physical and cyber bullying, paying attention to the characteristics of

bullying, its types, and definitions.

2.3.1 Characteristics of physical bullying

Physical bullying is manifested through hitting, punching, kicking, and destroying property
(Jacobs, 2014). In addition to physical assaults, this category of bullying includes behaviour
such as taunting, name-calling, dirty gestures, and threats (Olweus, 1991, 1993). Repetition,
intentionality, and an imbalance of power are the three main characteristics that define
aggressive forms of behaviour, such as bullying (Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017). Furthermore,
Olweus (1991) claims that in order for a behaviour to be defined as bullying, a dynamic
interaction must exist between the aggressor and the person being bullied. Menesini and
Salmivalli (2017) explain that this dynamic interaction involves an inverse relationship of
power between the bully and survivor — as the bully’s power increases, the survivor’s power
decreases. Survivors’ struggles to defend themselves, respond to, or otherwise cope with the

problem cause their decrease in power in relation to their bullies.

2.3.2 Characteristics of cyber bullying

Thornberg and Jungert (2013) provide insight into the unique characteristics of cyber
bullying. These include “facial expressions, body language and tone of voice” (p. 475) which
are specific to the awareness of the presence of a recording device and the fact that footage of
the incident will be posted and shared on social media. It is pertinent to note that the
advancement of technology and the growth of social media through Information
Communication Technologies (ICTs) introduce new possibilities for bullying by both
expanding the types of bullying that take can place and increasing the complexity of bullying
practices. Cyber bullying is the deliberate use of technology to “repeatedly bully, harass,
hassle and threaten peers” (Goodno, 2011, p. 641). Burton and Mutongwizo (2009) list text
messages, picture/video clips, emails, and internet gaming as some of the platforms on which

cyber bullying takes place. In contrast to physical bullying, using ICTs to bully allows the
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rapid spread of the incident and harassment to an unlimited audience across time and space

(Nixon, 2014).

Smith, Mahdavi, Carvalho, Fisher, Russell, and Tippett (2008, p. 376) suggest a definition of
cyber bullying, based on Olweus’s 1993 definition, that describes cyber bullying as “[a]n
aggressive, intentional act carried out by a group or individual, using electronic forms of
contact, repeatedly and over time against a [survivor] who cannot easily defend him or
herself”. Livingstone, Stoilova, and Kelly (2016) and Shivakumar et al. (2017) suggest that
there are new types of cyber bullying and ongoing risks as a result of evolving technological
devices and mobile telephony. Such a continuous spawning of new social media platforms
gives rise to the need to rethink and develop alternative definitions of bullying, especially
when encountering new types of cyber bullying (Schott & Sendergaard, 2014). It is important
to note, however, that characteristics of physical bullying are still applicable to cyber bullying
as this type of bullying involves recordings of physical bullying in cyber space. The publicity
of these recordings on social media and in the news add to the survivor’s distress and can

contribute towards the impact of cyber bullying (Pieschl, Kuhlmann, & Porsch, 2015).

Burton (2016), Hinduja and Patchin (2015), Livingstone and Smith (2014), and Pieschl et al.
(2015) confirm that there is an overlap between the definitions of physical bullying and cyber
bullying which poses challenges for the operationalising of cyber bullying in empirical
research. While such challenges are noted, Hinduja and Patchin (2015, p. 11) argue for a
broader definition of cyber bullying which highlights that cyber bullying involves “willful
and repeated harm inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and other electronic
devices”. In addition, Hinduja and Patchin (2015) acknowledge that some types of harassing
behaviours, in addition to electronic text, include the posting of images or videos which
shame and embarrass the individual being bullied. Livingstone et al. (2016), however, argue
that the definition of cyber bullying remains unstable. New cyber bullying types are possible
through digital technologies because they allow the sharing of recordings of the bullying
incident with a wide audience, inflicting more harm by multiplying the number of people
who have access to, and thus become observers of, such bullying incidents. Hence, a critical
understanding of the extension of bullying into cyber space, through filmed incidents of

bullying, as well as a conceptualisation of cyber bullying are crucial, and should be presented
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in a manner that informs stakeholders such as schools, legislators, and policy makers
(Hinduja & Patchin, 2015). This will fill a gap left by the limited amount of systematic
research available on the effects of cyber bullying, as opposed to physical bullying.

2.3.2.1 Challenges in cyber bullying research

As a result of the limited research on cyber bullying, cyber and physical bullying are often
assumed to be the same (Grigg, 2010; Sticca, 2013). In addition, Marwick and Boyd (2014)
argue that the variations in the interpretations of and meanings given to bullying have
prevented consensus on a standardised definition of cyber bullying — there is disagreement on
which actions count as bullying behaviour. Consequently, there are complexities in the
measurement of the incidence and prevalence of cyber bullying. It does seem to be clear,
however, that cyber bullying re-enforces bullying in physical spaces. This calls for a more
informed understanding of the current challenges in cyber bullying research and strengthens
the argument that filmed incidents of physical bullying, a key focus of my study, are in fact

unique forms of cyber bullying.

Burton and Leoschut (2013) report that the types and expressions of bullying that occur
online are usually not recognised as violence, especially by policy makers, violence
prevention practitioners, and even young people. While this adds to the complexity of
investigating bullying in physical and cyber spaces, further complications arise owing to the
terms or expressions young people use to describe online experiences. This was revealed in
an ethnographic study conducted by Marwick and Boyd (2014) who probed young peoples’
use of social media in the United States between 2006 and 2011 and found that the term

“drama” was generally used by young people to describe their online experiences.

Paying attention to terminology is important considering how the term “drama” tends to
trivialise the incident and its impact. Terminology offers an insight into the meaning young
people attach to online experiences of bullying, which, in effect, differs from the insights and

understandings of adults. This is evident in an earlier study by Boulton, Trueman, and
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Flemington (2002) who found significant differences in attitudes between young people and
adults in respect to what constitutes bullying. Considering such challenges in cyber bullying
research, it is evident that there is a need to seek appropriate definitions for physical and

cyber bullying, and to revise these as new forms and hybrid manifestations emerge.

2.3.2.2 Seeking appropriate definitions

Despite definitional challenges, debates, and critical gaps, the literature on cyber bullying
provides sound insights for my study. It is apparent that the complexity of the bullying
practices under investigation call for a definitional framework to support a more nuanced
conceptualisation of the study’s focus on filmed incidents of bullying. Despite research in
cyber bullying over the past 10 years, there remains a lack of consensus on a definition of the
concept and no agreement on the need for a more refined definition (Kowalski & Limber,
2007; Patchin & Hinduja, 2006; Spears, Keeley, Bates, & Katz, 2014). There are also no
resolutions to the debates in the literature concerning the conceptualisation and/or

operationalisation in research of filmed bullying practices.

Sticca (2013) suggests that cyber and traditional bullying are two faces of the same coin. This
does not seem to constitute an empirical definition, however. Research on cyber bullying has
typically not distinguished between bullying in physical and cyber spaces in a systematic
fashion, nor have studies succeeded in demonstrating an interactive relationship between
them. In addition, there is little agreement on the precise characteristics of bullying in
physical and cyber space, and the effects of traditional bullying on cyber bullying (how
bullying in physical spaces contributes to cyber bullying) or vice-versa. All of these gaps add
to the challenge of acquiring an appropriate definition to conceptualise this study’s

phenomenon.

2.3.3 Relationship between cyber and traditional bullying
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Livingstone and Smith (2014) describe a high degree of complex combinations existing
between traditional and cyber bullying victimisation and perpetration. On the other hand,
Menesini (2012) points out that there may be good reason to treat the two forms of bullying
as separate phenomena. Separating them out to treat them as distinct bullying practices also

presents a challenge, however.

As will be shown in subsequent chapters, physical and cyber spaces as contexts of bullying
are inextricably linked. Cyber space is conceived not as separate, but rather as an extension of
the physical environment with respect to the bullying practices under study. In addition, it
will become evident that the bullying practices under scrutiny operate on the principle of a
relationship between physical and cyber bullying. The relationship is activated when the
bullying act is extended from physical space into cyber space, through the filming in physical
space and the sharing of such films via social media in cyber space. This then requires a
conceptualisation that acknowledges the interconnectedness and overlap of bullying practices

and spaces.

The relationship between physical and cyber bullying is also evident in how it takes place. In
South Africa, Burton (2016) argues that some studies do in fact report a strong correlation
between the two forms of bullying. In one study, Twyman, Saylor, Taylor, and Comeaux
(2010) report a large overlap between offline and online violence. Their study indicates that
almost two thirds of cyberbullies also engage in traditional bullying offline. In addition, there
has been a strong correlation between victimisation online and victimisation offline. Of equal
concern are the experiences of bullying online and offline separately and the relationship
between the two forms of violence. This is due to the occurrence of anti-social or aggressive
behaviour in both environments. Burton (2016) deepens the argument, claiming that “the
divide between online and offline is no longer binary” (p. 125) and there is a high level of
“social interconnectedness” (p. 134) extending from online spaces to offline spaces.
Furthermore, Livingstone and Bulger (2014) report that, although there is a blurring of online
and offline spaces, it is evident that any experience of cyber bullying has an online

dimension.
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In contrast, Baldry, Farrington, and Sorrentino (2016) argue that evidence suggests that, in
countries like Turkey, France, and Thailand, cyber bullying and traditional bullying each
operate separately with their own distinct set of characteristics, traditional bullying has a
weaker relationship to cyber bullying than in other countries, and cyber bullying is more
common than traditional bullying. These scholars’ argument is based on the claim that peer
aggression and peer victimisation may be evolving and finding new means of online

expression.

An understanding of the relationship between traditional and cyber forms of bullying sheds
new light on other prevailing debates in the literature. It has been suggested that the virtual
environment generally operates as an extension of the school environment creating an
expanded platform on which bullying can occur. Through the observation, ‘liking’, and
sharing of filmed incidents of physical bullying, numerous anonymous online personas take
part in the online perpetration of the bullying incident. Based on Marwick and Boyd’s (2014,
p. 115) description of how “technology complicates our metaphors of space and place”, it can
be argued that the extension of physical bullying into cyber space creates complicated forms
of interaction and communication across spaces of activity. It is evident that the relationship
created by the sharing of spaces to carry out or facilitate bullying presents notable challenges
to empirical research. One such challenge is the reluctance to perceive the virtual
environment as an extension of the school environment as many researchers insist on their
separation for research purposes. The Centre for Justice and Crime Prevention (CJCP)
published a report by Burton and Leoschut (2013) which supports the claim that cyber space
should be considered an extension of physical space, in terms of both school and home
environments, when investigating bullying. Burton and Leoschut (2013) explain that bullying
and other potential sources of harm exist across these spaces. Thus, there is an undeniable

relationship between physical and cyber space in bullying.

2.3.4 Conceptualising bullying practices

A conceptual understanding of specific types of bullying practices can lead to a deeper

understanding of bullying experiences and how to intervene. To arrive at such a conceptual
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understanding through an investigation, generally, a working definition is required for
research purposes. Two terms — “filmed incidents of physical bullying” and “bullying in
physical and cyber space” — are used as a guide when attempting to conceptualise the

phenomenon for this study.

Vanden Abeele et al. (2017) argue that the most widely accepted account of cyber bullying
concerns picture and video-clip bullying. The practice of intentionally recording and
distributing images and videos in cyber space is identified as video-clip bullying. This is a
specific type of cyber bullying characterised by accessibility to a larger audience and a
disregard for time and place (Vanden Abeele et al., 2017). Such a conceptualisation of video-
clip bullying as cyber bullying is applicable to and contributes towards the development of an
important framework for this study. It aids in the preparation of the design and development

of interventions which formed an integral component of this study.

Video-clip bullying is usually made possible in schools through the widespread use of cell
phones with an intention of taking and using hurtful pictures or videos of learners or teachers.
Pieschl et al. (2015) and Smith et al. (2008) argue that this type of bullying has a greater
negative impact than physical and other types of cyber bullying. Statistics from Flemish high
school learners show that amongst 1,787 students, one in four (24.6%) used their cell phones
to take a picture or make a video to ridicule a peer (Vanden Abeele et al., 2017). This

ridiculing is worsened by the distribution of pictures or videos on the internet.

In a study to determine the perceived severity of bullying, Law, Shapka, Hymel, Olsen, and
Waterhouse (2012) found that picture and video-based cyber bullying incidents have more
severe impacts than text-based ones. Slonje and Smith (2008) and Smith et al. (2008) also
found that video-clip bullying is a top-scorer for distress compared to other types of cyber
bullying, largely due to the nature of the content and the speed and ease with which it reaches

larger audiences without any control or limit to its spread and the damage caused.
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For the last 40 years, research has focused on traditional bullying (Menesini & Salmivalli,
2017). In recent times, however, cyber bullying has emerged as a significant new field of
research. Within this study, literature on harnessing technology to understand both the
various bullying practices that occur online and offline and those that blur and blend the two
environments, is also critical. In order to home in on relevant literature, the notion of cyber
bullying is narrowed down to “filmed incidents of physical bullying”. Such a
conceptualisation of cyber bullying encompasses three developing criteria: a specific bullying
practice; a balanced and deep connection between traditional and cyber bullying forms; and
isolation of bullying types to narrow the focus to physical acts of bullying and their cyber
dimensions. What is also critical in this study is to understand violence in schools with a

special focus on school bullying in the digital age.

2.3.5 Global debates in cyber bullying research

A major challenge to formulating this study is the multitude of ways in which cyber bullying
can present itself, creating controversial debates on definitions and how cyber bullying
research should be approached and conducted (Bauman, 2013; Hinduja & Patchin, 2015;
Slonje & Smith, 2008). Some scholars recognise a lack of consensus on the definition of
cyber bullying, while others confirm a clear overlap of definitions for the different forms of
bullying (Kowalski, Giumetti, Schroeder, & Lattanner, 2014; Olweus, 2013). Such an overlap
has implications for empirical research on cyber bullying (Burton, 2016; Hinduja & Patchin,
2015; Livingstone & Smith, 2014; Pieschl et al., 2015). The difficulty of definition is further
compounded by the absence of a globally accepted definition of violence (Pells, Portela, &

Revollo, 2016). The lack of clear definitions has implications for accurate data generation.

Approaches to the measurement, estimates of the incidence, and determination of the
prevalence of cyber bullying vary largely due to problems with and challenges related to the
definition of cyber bullying. Research by Spears et al. (2014, p. 1) on youth exposure in
Australia maintains that a disparity in prevalence rates will persist based on “how cyber
bullying is defined, how the question is asked and who responds to the question”. Smith

(2019) reflects that issues and debates over cyber bullying measurement and definition will
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persist because the evolving nature of technology will further complicate efforts to secure
consensus on definitions. While these challenges and complexities are noted, some studies

have tracked and highlighted the incidence of cyber bullying over time.

With the exception of United States, United Kingdom, and Belgium, rates in cross-sectional
studies conducted by Hinduja and Patchin (2012) found no significant increase or decrease in
cyber bullying over a decade. Consistent with their findings and after reviewing other cross-
sectional and longitudinal research studies, the scholars conclude that cyber bullying is not
uncommon but nor is it an epidemic. Correspondingly, Olweus (2012, p. 520) declares cyber
bullying to be an “overrated phenomenon”. Additionally, according to Livingstone et al.
(2016) it is not clear that cyber bullying is increasing commensurate to the steady rise in
young peoples’ access to and use of mobile and online technology. The scholars argue that
there remains little evidence to indicate an overall rise in cyber bullying around the world.
Yet, there is rampant violence and bullying, including cyber dimensions, that is witnessed in

schools globally.

2.3.6 Violence and bullying in schools

While there exists little evidence to indicate an overall rise in cyber bullying around the
world, it remains true that at least 1.6 billion young people are affected by some form of
violence every year (Hillis, Mercy, Amobi, & Kress, 2016). According to Moschos (2016),
large numbers of young people are both survivors and perpetrators of violence, within and
outside of the school environment. A considerable amount of data has been generated by
several international agencies working in this field. The studies provide insights into

scholarship dealing with the protection of young people against all forms of violence.

Literature has described how bullying practices extend from the physical to cyber spaces (and
vice versa); how traditional bullying and cyber bullying co-act; and how the peer network of
participation, through extension and interaction, operates in both spaces. As Beran and Li

(2007) note, through the filming of incidents and their posting online, bullying moves
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between the school grounds, where it is witnessed by learners, and cyber space, where it is
observed by learners, acquaintances, and strangers all over the world. It is important to note
that, with the availability of technology such as cell phones, bullying can involve many
learners at school, at home, and at almost any time and place where technology is accessible.
This further demonstrates how ICTs operate at the intersection of people, technology, and

practice in everyday life (Marwick & Boyd, 2014).

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) embarked on a #ENDviolence campaign in
2018 focused on young peoples’ experiences of violence in and around schools (UNICEF,
2018). According to UNICEF (2018), at least two out of three young people showed concerns
about violence in and around their schools. The campaign led to the drafting of a youth
manifesto by nearly 100 young people from around the world which contained ideas on how
young people, together with parents, teachers, and governments, can contribute to making
schools safer (UNICEF, 2019). The manifesto, focussing on the protection of young people
experiencing violence and support for those engaging in violent behaviour, was presented at
the 2019 Education World Forum (UNICEF, 2019). A key principle underscoring the
manifesto, “Protection for all students”, highlights the possibilities of change within schools
through the collaborative engagement of learners, parents, and members of the broader

society (UNICEF, 2019).

Efforts to reduce bullying in schools seem to be working in some countries as Chester et al.
(2015) noted decreasing trends in bullying victimisation in at least a third of the 33
participating countries based on the data generated by the World Health Organisation’s
(WHO) international report on Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) for the
years 2001 to 2010, although a limited number of countries reflected an upward trend in
bullying victimisation. In addition, the European Union (EU) Kids Online comparative
findings on cyber bullying in 2010 and 2014 across seven European countries reported a
small increase in the experiences of cyber bullying from 8% to 12% in nine to 16 year olds
(EU Kids Online Net Children Go Mobile, 2014). A comparable study by Kids On-Line in
Brazil, involving nine to 17 year olds, reported an increase in cyber bullying, especially
amongst girls, from 9% in 2012 to 15% in 2014 (Martinhdo, 2016). Livingstone et al. (2016)

observed in a five-year study that South Korea showed decreased rates in cyber bullying in
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spite of the country’s very high internet usage and the fact that cyber bullying is more
frequent in South Korea than Europe. In South Africa, on the other hand, the prevalence of
cyber bullying experiences in young people is much higher — there was a 46.8% incidence
rate of cyber aggression recorded in this population in 2009 (Burton & Mutongwizo, 2009).
Five years later, a 2014 study found that of the 4245 learners included, 34% experienced
bullying with 15.2% of these being survivors of cyber bullying (Tustin, Zulu, & Basson,
2014). The markedly lower levels of cyber bullying in European, American, and Asian
countries could be the result of higher levels of reporting which deter cyber bullying.
Additionally, it may indicate the existence of adequate measures to raise public awareness of
risks, as well as active policies and safety initiatives to address the issue which are not yet in

place in South Africa.

I argue that one of the most pressing problems emerging in school violence is the practice of
filming incidents of physical bullying, perpetrated by school learners, and posting the videos
online in cyber space. As the literature review reveals, this particular form of bullying has not
received serious scholarly attention. My study sought to conduct a more nuanced analysis of
this type of bullying practice as a form of violence. While there remain fundamental gaps in
understanding the relationship between the two manifestations of bullying (physical and
cyber bullying) the question of how this is experienced and why young people are
participating in it remains largely unexplored. This investigation provides the first extensive

examination of young adult survivors’ subjective experiences of this kind of bullying.

Further research is required to explore fully the complexity of the bullying practice. The
prevalence of filmed incidents of bullying in the digital age raises questions about why and
how young people are engaging in school bullying. Insights gained from this exploration will
help to address some of the complex and deeply rooted problems young people face. This
research will also help to find newer types of research designs to mitigate risks, address
challenges, and seek ways to protect and safeguard young people against the harmful impacts

of bullying, both in physical and online spaces.
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2.3.6.1 Violence and bullying in the South African context

Understanding school violence, specifically within the South African context, is fundamental
to addressing the phenomenon of posting filmed incidents of physical bullying online.
Literature on school violence in South Africa is comprehensive and the issue receives
considerable attention. While South Africa’s National Action Plan (2019) recognises that “the
country emerged from three and a half centuries of racial oppression, perpetrated by
successive White, colonial and apartheid governments” (South African Government, 2019, p.
5), its democratic transition in the 1990s was fairly peaceful. However, despite being
recognised as having one of the most progressive constitutions in the world, the country still
experiences structural drivers of violence. Such drivers include poverty as it shapes the
contexts within which young people interact and where bullying and other violence takes
place (Pells et al., 2016). In addition to poverty as a driving force for bullying, there seem to
be other connections between socio-economic status and victimisation. Many people in South
Africa still lack basic services such as water, sanitation, electricity, and shelter (Kgatle,
2020). There are also problems in areas of employment, education, governance, health and

energy.

A study carried out in the province of KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) by Sikhakhane, Muthukrishna,
and Martin (2018) in which bullying was the central focus, noted that bullying may be a
precursor to more serious forms of violence. Investigating the prevalence of violence in
schools, in a stratified, cross-sectional study of 16 schools in the uMgungundlovu District of
KZN, Khuzwayo, Taylor and Connolly (2016) found that in a sample of 1,741 secondary
school learners, 420 (23.9%) learners had experienced bullying; 379 (21.7%) had been absent
from school because they felt unsafe; 468 (15.4 %) had been involved in physical fights; and
at least 41 learners (2.4%) carried some type of weapon to school. In an earlier, comparable
study carried out in the Eastern Cape province, Ncontsa and Shumba (2013) found that
school violence impacted negatively on teaching and learning, despite schools’ compliance
with official policies and codes of conduct. A large proportion of the sample of 80 learners in
Ncontsa and Shumba’s study, 67 (83.8%) learners across four schools, identified bullying as

a serious form of school violence.
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Recognising the need to understand and address the alarming levels of school violence in
South Africa, a variety of studies conducted by the CJCP have found that schools are
embedded in a broader violent environment; that there are structural and cultural dimensions
to violence; and that violence in society is reflected in schools such that schools become an
environment for the further perpetuation of violence in South Africa. According to previous
research conducted by Burton (2008), at least 1.8 million school learners between Grade 3
and Grade 12 (15.3%) experience some form of violence in school or just outside the school
gates. The results reveal that 12.8% of learners receive threats of violence; 5.8% are survivors
of assault; and 2.3% experience sexual violence in some form. Furthermore, school learners
are victimised at a rate of 160 learners per 1,000 within the South African context. Studies by
Ngidi (2018) and Muribwathoho (2015) suggest that physical, sexual, drug and alcohol

abuse, and gang-related activities are pervasive forms of violence in schools.

Taken together, important insights from Bhana (2015), Bhana and Mayeza, (2016), Dube and
Hlalele (2018), John (2020). Cox and John (2016), and Zuze, Reddy, Juan, Hannan, Visser,
and Winnaar (2016) reveal that schools mirror the extreme levels of violence that young
people are exposed to in their communities. Hence, it seems likely that the witnessing of
violence at a community or school level leads to the perpetration of bullying. These
environments also expose many young people to substance abuse, another catalyst of
violence. Hence, there is a need for a safe and effective school framework which addresses
violence in schools, as noted by Meyer and Chetty (2017). Such a framework, however,
needs to acknowledge the fact that it is not only learners from disadvantaged schools that

require assistance as bullying is not always necessarily linked to low socio-economic status.

The findings highlighted above broadly support the work of several studies that link societal
violence, crime, and poverty with school violence. While there is an undeniable presence of
violence and bullying in schools, it is pertinent to note that such violence and bullying is

made widely known through social media.

2.3.6.2 Social media and cyber bullying in South African schools
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A number of scholars have considered the effects of social media and its role in inciting
school violence. Steinfield, Ellison, Lampe, and Vitak (2012, p. 2) define social network sites
(SNSs) as websites that create “a network of connections of people with whom they wish to
share access to profile information, news, status updates, comments or other forms of
content”. Many SNSs have rapidly gained popularity as sources of data for interdisciplinary
scholarship in fields like psychology, law, media studies, and public health (Boyd & Ellison,
2007). Despite their communication value, SNSs are also associated with various forms of
online anti-social behaviour such as hurtful comments about others, stalking, inappropriate
content, and privacy invasion (Steinfield et al., 2012). Bennett-Johnson (2004) argues that,
while there are various complex reasons for the different forms of violence amongst young
people, new technology, specifically social media, plays a significant role in instigating
violence. Notwithstanding social media’s capacity to expand and strengthen communication
(Berger, 2015; Menesini, Calussi, & Nocentini, 2012) and its profound effects on humans,
several studies have revealed that social media equally presents a myriad “pitfalls” (Costello,

Hawdon, & Cross, 2017, p. 16).

Within the South African context, Burton and Leoschut (2013) maintain that a steady
increase in online violence has been observed, indicating that cyber bullying in schools is a
cause for concern. Although estimates of online bullying remain significantly lower than
offline bullying, it is argued that young peoples’ increasing use of ICTs to cause harm to their
peers necessitates an exploration of the extent of online school violence. Burton and
Leoschurt (2013) further argue that, although cyber bullying is not considered as important as
other forms of violence, such as sexual, physical, and structural violence, experienced by
young people, and any investigation of the extent of cyber bullying presents challenges owing
to limited reliable, representative, and current data, research on cyber bullying as a form of
violence is necessary in the South African context. Du Preez and Prinsloo (2017) have raised
their growing concern about the limited research conducted on the nature and extent of cyber
bullying in South Africa. Juan, Zuze, Hannan, Govender, and Reddy (2018) advise that
policy goals, in terms of directing resources and formulating interventions to decrease the
incidence of bullying, can only be achieved by understanding the extent and nature of the
problem in South Africa. These scholars suggest that besides the need to understand the
extent and nature of cyber bullying, one of the bigger challenges for researchers pertains to

the disparity in socio-economic contexts in which schools operate. This supports earlier
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comments regarding the impact of socio-economic status on the manifestations of structural

violence and bullying.

Within the South African context, linguistic and cultural differences translate, to some extent,
into differing terms used by parents, teachers, and learners to describe cyber bullying.
Perhaps this inconsistency in terms explains the difficulties encountered when identifying and
distinguishing among the many forms of bullying that exist and the consequent lower
reported incidence rates, as noted by Postigo, Gonzélez, Montoya, and Ordénez (2013). In
addition, teacher beliefs, as highlighted by Menesini and Salmivalli (2017), can also result in
limited action which hinders the reporting of incidents on one hand and increases the
prevalence and frequency of bullying behaviour in schools on the other. In many cases,
teachers tend to underestimate the levels of bullying in their schools (Espelage & Swearer,
2003). This points to the need to educate teachers, parents, and learners about bullying and
the measures that are needed to reduce its occurrence in schools. This action research study

contributes to such education through the development of educational resources for schools.

Navarro, Yubero, and Larrafiaga (2016) warn that cognisance must be given to the fact that
collecting information on school violence, traditional and cyber forms of bullying included, is
intrinsically difficult for a range of reasons. Firstly, young people rarely report the true nature
of their experiences; secondly, fear, stigma, or concern over societal acceptance prevent
young people from speaking out; and, thirdly, channels for gathering and reporting
information may be poor or absent. This means that the incidence of bullying in schools is
likely to be far greater than the statistics show and there is an urgent need to examine the
phenomenon and effects of bullying in both physical and cyber space by focusing, in
particular, on incidents of bullying in the school environment that are filmed and deliberately
posted online as this type of bullying practice forms a large proportion of cyber bullying

incidents.

As far as school bullying is concerned, the expanded schoolyard has provided a means for
traditional school-based violence to be amplified via popular SNSs. Golder, Wilkinson, and

Huberman (2007) observe that young people spend large amounts of time on SNSs and, as
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these SNSs are powerful societal communication platforms, this phenomenon is associated
with an increase in cyber bullying and harassment. The prominence and visibility of incidents
of physical bullying — filmed, posted, and observed in cyber space — characterise a dimension
of bullying made uniquely possible by the digital age. Consequently, studying cyber space
can offer rich insights and an expanded understanding of school bullying as it creates room
for the examination of bullying in the digital age and brings school violence into focus. Using

the digital age to frame bullying can highlight the power of digital technology to:

e Facilitate the filming, posting, and sharing of a negative lived experience;
e Facilitate an extension of a lived experience into cyber space;

e Make prominent and visible a negative lived experience;

e Share large amounts of information of a negative lived experience;

e Reinforce and/or prolong a negative lived experience; and

e Pose risks, threats, and challenges for young people in cyber and physical spaces.

Such insights on cyber bullying within the South African school context helped to unearth the
understandings held by survivors, youth, and teachers of physical and cyber bullying,
survivors’ experiences of and responses to bullying, and challenges to mitigation efforts

within the school context.

2.3.6.3 Troubling victimisation experiences

As discussed earlier, many South African schools face challenges, such as poor
infrastructure, poor resources, and safety concerns, which have created room for victimisation
(Burton & Leoschut, 2013). There is multiple and varied victimisation of learners (Baldry et
al., 2016; Blaya, Audrin, & Skrzypiec, 2022) and, as argued by Wilcox (as cited in Lusinga &
Kyobe, 2017), victimisation remains a complex phenomenon with a multitude of influences.
This means that an individual can experience multiple forms of victimisation simultaneously.
Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, and Holt (2009) use the term poly-victim to refer to an individual
in such cases. Evidence in the South African context shows that poly-victimisation often
leads to aggressive and anti-social behaviour, as noted by Holt, Finkelhor, and Kantor (2007).

Certain environmental factors, which include specific family and household configurations;
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high levels of exposure to violence in the home; disorganisation in the community; harsh and
inconsistent parenting styles; a lack of adequate parental supervision and monitoring; parental
illness or hospitalisation resulting in prolonged periods of parental absence; parental
substance abuse; and child disability, contribute to the incidence of poly-victimisation (Artz

etal., 2016).

Leoschut and Kafaar (2017) contribute to the evolving understanding of school violence by
adding that the interpersonal violence as experienced by young people, the recognition of
which is increasing, includes other forms of victimisation. Work by Cole, Maxwell, and
Chipaca (2014), Finkelhor et al. (2009), and Simmons, Wijma, and Swahnberg (2015)
suggests that there exists an interconnectedness between types of victimisation — one type of
victimisation often perpetuates other forms of victimisation, experience, and vulnerability
that take place across different contexts. Shivakumar et al. (2017) explains that there are still
limits to the evidence base from which to identify overlaps in the experience of different
forms of violence globally. Victimisation cannot be considered a once-off negative
experience as it is continuously reinforced by subsequent experiences of violence which
continue well after the initial experience (Finkelhor et al., 2009; Widom, Czaja, & Dutton,
2008). There is little doubt about the severity of young peoples’ multiple victimisation
experiences and the extent of young peoples’ negative emotional responses to cyber bullying
(Ashktorab & Vitak, 2016). Since earlier research points to a need to listen carefully to
survivors’ lived experiences of bullying, so that such experiences are captured and can inform
the measures necessary to respond to bullying, this study centred around survivors’ accounts

of their experiences.

This study ensured that multiple victimisation experiences were explored, paying specific
attention to effects on young peoples’ physical and mental health. Forms of depression,
anxiety, substance abuse, and suicidal behaviour caused by cyber bullying and physical
bullying were considered. The evidence presented thus far confirms the need to interrogate
how young people experience and respond to bullying behaviour. The evidence demonstrates
the need for better strategies for its mitigation and prevention. This study’s engagement with

survivors, young people, and teachers who directly encounter bullying, not only offers
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insights into the negative emotional impact of bullying practices, but also supports the

development of an appropriate intervention to address bullying incidents in schools.

2.4 Tools for bullying

Cell phones are a dominant tool for bullying. High occurrence of cyber bullying through cell
phones has been reported in the literature. Kyobe, Oosterwyk, and Kabiawu (2016)
conceptualise this as “mobile bullying”, while Shivakumar et al. (2017) describe mobile
telephony as another virtual environment in which violence occurs. There is relatively limited
literature on mobile bullying in South Africa, despite the escalation of cyber bullying
incidents committed via cell phones. Some reports have shown that mobile bullying is
increasing at alarming rates (Kyobe, Mimbi, Nembandona, & Mtshazi, 2018). This is an issue
that has emerged as a concern in schools and communities across South Africa, as noted by
Byrne, Kardefelt-Winther, Livingstone, and Stoilova (2016) in their report on the findings of
a study carried out by Global Kids Online which also indicated that 84.2% of young people

use their cell phones to access the internet.

Studies involving mobile bullying take note of key factors influencing mobile bullying
(Oosterwyk & Kyobe, 2013) and cell phone victimisation in South African high schools
(Lusinga & Kyobe, 2017). Czerniewicz (as cited in Kyobe et al., 2018) has noted a rapid
increase in cell phone usage in rural areas in spite of extremely high levels of poverty, school
dropout rates, and youth unemployment. In order to understand the nature of bullying and
experiences of bullying, it was critical in this study to understand the tools which young
people use to bully others as well. In addition, it is evident that South Africa is currently
experiencing a boom in internet access through cell phones. Figures from Digital 2021, show
that South Africa recorded 38.19 million internet users, reported 100.6 million mobile
connections, and 25 million social media users in January 2021 (Kemp, 2021). Between 2020
and 2021, the country reported an increase of 3 million (+14%) social media users (Kemp,
2021). This means that many learners have access to cell phones and the internet which

creates room for cyber bullying that can lead to physical bullying as well.
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It is evident that school learners are part of a technologically-driven society and technology is
becoming cheaper, faster, and more easily accessible to the vast majority of South Africans
(Kritzinger, 2017). While there is evidence to suggest that cell phones can enhance teaching
and learning (Ahmad, 2020; Latif & Widiaty, 2021), and can therefore play a legitimate role
in the classroom, they can also play a big role in influencing bullying. Despite some schools’
efforts to ban the use of cell phones during school hours, it is evident that the incidence of
cyber bullying has not been reduced (Agatston, Kowalski, & Limber, 2012; Cassidy, Brown,
& Jackson, 2011, 2012; Grigg, 2010). Therefore, there is a need to deal with the issue,
focusing on learner protection, reputation, and online privacy. In this regard, schools can
reinforce and promote the idea of citizenship and give learners the skills to deal with anger,

frustration, and conflict without resorting to violence (Burton, 2008).

2.5 The impact of social media on violence and bullying

It is apparent that social media has given people new tools to see and be seen. These tools
have the potential to be used both positively and negatively. Social media has been used to
incite violence and at the same time to reduce violence and conscientise people to ways to
reduce or prevent bullying. This dual potential of social media formed a critical component of
this study. It was, therefore, important to identify and understand the specific threats, risks,
and challenges that social media poses and the opportunities it provides for greater insight

into violence prevention and intervention.

It is clear that social media and other digital technologies do not come without risks, such as
the fomenting, perpetuation, and promotion of violence (Alava, Frau-Meigs, & Hassan, 2017;
Amit, Barua, & Kafy, 2021; Irwin-Rogers & Pinkney, 2017; Logan, 2021). In Africa, several
studies have revealed the growing impact of social media as a catalyst for hate speech,
intolerance, and violence in political spaces (Cain, 2020; Chenzi, 2021; Wasserman, 2016).
The use of social media to spread propaganda, hate speech, and ethnic mobilisation was also
witnessed in Kenya’s electoral and political violence, both in the 2007 and 2013 elections
(Mutahi & Kimari, 2017). In South Africa, social media played a role in the violent looting

and arson — politically motivated economic sabotage — that took place in KZN and Gauteng
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provinces in July 2021 (Allen, 2021). A report posted on the website of the Centre for
Analytics and Behavioural Change and written by Liebenberg (2021) identified a myriad of
hashtags, among other strategies, that were used to incite unrest and violence. Thus, it is clear

that social media can have a deeply negative impact on society.

This means that there is a need to understand, explain, and portray the different ways in
which social media is used to facilitate and incite violence, especially bullying in schools. It
is also necessary to explore how social media supports violent acts by keeping them present
online through the constantly available recordings of physical bullying on social media. One
of this study’s principal objectives was to elicit the details of authentic experiences from
those most affected by the problem: survivors and teachers who deal with bullying. Given the
integration of social media in the daily lives of young people, the in-depth analysis of
survivors’ experiences of bullying in this study offered a unique opportunity for insights into
the role of social media in the experiences of survivors. This thesis sets out to determine and

explain the role of social media and its contribution to inciting violence and vice-versa.

2.6 Social media and social change

Binenwa (2020), Dyson (2017), Fajimbola (2017), and Mutahi and Kimari (2017), argue that
social media platforms also have a positive contribution to make in society as they can
facilitate peacebuilding initiatives, social movements, activism, and social change through
collective action. Indeed, according to Wasserman (2016, p. vi), respective SNSs, like
Twitter, Facebook, and WhatsApp, have become “crucial spaces for the expression of dissent,
the mobilization of activists and conduits to influence mainstream media agendas”.
Furthermore, Banda, Mudhai, and Tettey (2009, p. 2) maintain that Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) have the potential “to provide multimedia platforms
that allow for greater democratic participation, inclusion, and expression”, while Bilali and
Staub (2017) report on the efficacy of mass media campaigns, driven by ICTs, in addressing
and promoting intergroup reconciliation in conflict and post-conflict countries in Central
Africa. In addition, Mutsvairo (2016, n/p) provides critical insights into ICTs, claiming that,

with their capabilities, social media platforms can steer “online-based civil action across
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Africa”. Considering mobile innovation thriving in Africa and the steady rise of SNSs, ICTs
remain powerful platforms used by pro-democracy activists in Africa to negotiate and

encourage political and social changes.

Within the South African context, Bosch (2016) illustrates how Twitter, a popular SNS, has
influenced South African youth within the social and political spheres engaging in forms of
digital activism. The #FeesMustFall campaign in South Africa, which began in October 2015,
is an example of how “social movements are the sources of social change” (Castells, 2015, p.
12). Hemmi and Crowther (2013, p. 6) point out that one of the important capabilities of
SNSs is their potential to create a culture of democracy by drawing “critical and self-
conscious people” to engage and act on civil society issues. Keightley (2012, p. 1) adds that
“we rarely passively consume media content; we actively contribute to its constitution”.
Furthermore, Castells (2015) claims that researchers, activists, and action researchers are
given the opportunity to investigate and participate in real time by homing in on the practices
that shape present-day societies across the globe. Thus, it is evident that SNSs play a pivotal
role in drawing members of society, including researchers, into the role of active participants

in the digital age, thereby contributing to social change.

Mpofu (2011) and Mutsvairo (2016), on the power of social media in Africa, argue that it can
contribute towards a deeper understanding of its role in aspects of school violence and its
expression in cyber bullying within the South African context. In the same way that young
peoples’ exposure to violence, whether through their own displays of bullying or their
exposure to incitement, has a profound impact on them, studies have shown that social media
can also be used to educate those who bully to help them understand the effects of bullying
on others. In addition, social media can help survivors to overcome their experiences by
connecting them to a supportive online community. As noted earlier, social media has been

used to influence people to change and reduce the number of bullying cases.

Thus, the positive potential of ICTs and SNSs can also be used to reduce or end violence and
bullying in schools and other spaces. Social media can be used as a mitigation measure in

different spaces. Within my study, the available public sphere of activism was used to
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understand the nature of physical and cyber bullying, survivors’ experiences, and measures
that have been put in place to minimise bullying. It is important to remain aware, however, of
social media’s potential for harm when considering its possibilities for mitigation and
positive change. Indeed, all the scholars mentioned above, while arguing for the positive
impact of social media that supports progress in Africa, do not fail to recognise its equal

potential to catalyse conflict and violence.

2.7 Anti-cyber bullying education programmes in South Africa

In 2022, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
declared an International Day Against Violence and Bullying at School Including Cyber
Bullying on the first Thursday of November. This is a day to recognise “that school-related
violence in all its forms is an infringement of children and adolescents’ rights to education
and to health and well-being” (UNESCO, 2022). The declaration of this day intends to
encourage all international and regional organisations, as well as individuals, to recognise this
day and promote positive action in line with its goals. This is a much-needed call to action as,
according to Cioppa, O'Neil, and Craig (2015) and Nocentini, Zambuto, and Menesini
(2015), there are very few interventions specifically targeting cyber bullying behaviours, and

even fewer rigorous evaluations of these interventions.

Research results suggest that young people are often reluctant to report cyber bullying
because they fear that it will result in the restriction of their access to communication
technology (Tokunaga, 2010). Thus, safer and more convenient reporting strategies need to
be found that also ensure appropriate action is taken based on reports. Such strategies need to
find innovative ways to include adults as well as young people. Strategies could make use of
infographics, online games, applications, or software that target young people to educate
them about cyber bullying. As noted by Cioppa et al. (2015) and Nocentini et al. (2015)

above, these intervention initiatives lack rigorous effectiveness tests.
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Despite the exponential growth in the mobile and internet market, there is no evidence of
comprehensive or effective anti-bullying and cyber bullying interventions within the violence
prevention and child safety policy initiatives in the Southern African region (Burton &
Leoschut, 2013). According to the UN Violence Against Children in Africa report (African
Partnership to End Violence Against Children (APEVAC), 2016), there still remains minimal
formal, systematic support for young people who have negative online experiences, and
knowledge of resources available to young people is limited. In addition to that, Tomlinson,
Dawes, and Fisher (2012) state that violence prevention programmes within South Africa are
also limited. Czerniewicz (as cited in Kritzinger, 2017, p. 3) attributes this to the “huge
diversity in religion, culture, language, economic dispensation, knowledge access and
technology, as well as the absence of centralised e-learning policies and resources”. Such
challenges are due to lack of knowledge, awareness, and strict measures in place to
criminalise those who commit bullying. As such, there is a need for cyber awareness in the

school curriculum.

Muribwathoho (2015) observes that, while the Life Orientation programme in South African
schools is aimed at nurturing learners in preparation for more successful living, learning
comes with a range of inadequacies which has made it ineffective in the face of rapid
technological shifts and social communication mediums. In addition, the Life Orientation
programme seems to have failed to enable learners to be critical thinkers or make informed
choices in the digital age. Van der Merwe (2012, p. 261) cautions that “media education,
digital literacy, and the digital citizenship curriculum must be in line with what is current and
projected in the media now and in the future”. It is within this context that this study ensures
that teachers explore the links between the educational resource developed and Life

Orientation programme.

It is clear that the various factors that contribute to violence in schools will persist unless
attempts are made to adopt a more integrated approach to address the true nature of
interpersonal violence. It is evident, however, that violence is shifting into other extended
(online) contexts (Leoschut & Kafaar, 2017; Menesini & Salmivalli, 2017; Singh & Steyn,

2014). There is a plea for researchers to pay more attention to young peoples’ experiences of
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violence in an attempt to develop more appropriate and effective measures to mitigate

bullying in schools and other spheres.

Within the South African context, there is no legislation dealing specifically with cyber
bullying or ICT security in the educational environment (Kabiawu & Kyobe, 2015;
Kritzinger, 2017; Walaza, Loock, & Kritzinger, 2014). Hills (2017) observes that a lack of
specific legislation or policy to regulate cyber bullying at school level means that existing
legal frameworks are used. For example, the Protection from Harassment Act 71 of 2011 and
the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) in South Africa brought into law in April
2013 serve to grant protection orders and relief to survivors of bullying and the use of
people’s personal information. Laas and Boezaart (2014), however, caution that a more
critical analysis on the rights of survivors and offenders is required when applying the Acts to
forms of bullying that take place in schools and involve minors. Government has a crucial
role to play to protect school learners against potential cyber dangers, threats, and
exploitation (Farrell, 2013). Hence, the national Department of Basic Education (DBE) in
South Africa should develop cyber safety and cyber use policies and programmes specifically
for schools. Kritzinger (2017) supports this idea, adding that the government should address

cyber safety and cyber use for school learners in national legislation.

While there has been a growing concern about South Africa’s lack of active involvement in
dealing with bullying, Kganyago (2012, as cited in Sonhera, Kritzinger, & Loock, 2015)
observes that the South African government has prepared a number of Acts regarding cyber
threats. In 2012, a National Cyber Security policy framework was approved by the minister
of state security to account for the evolution of cyber-technology in law. Badenhorst (2011),
however, points out that, since the policy framework is not administered by one piece of
legislation under one department, it is diffuse and somewhat ineffective. In 2010, as an
initiative for cyber-safety among young people, the DBE did develop guidelines on electronic
safety in schools. Moreover, despite weaknesses in the National Cyber Security policy
framework, the CJCP, in conjunction with the DBE (2013), produced the Cyber Threat
Incident Handling Procedure for South African Schools, with a specific focus on bullying

(Sonhera et al., 2015). As Smit (2015) contends, however, efforts to curb bullying are

37



inevitably hindered by the inability of research and legislation to keep up with the pace at

which modern technology develops.

2.8 South African Legislative and Policy Framework

In South Africa, school safety interventions fall under the ambit of the DBE. Kreifels and
Warton (2019) list some of the key policies developed by the department. These include the
National School Safety Framework, the Safety in Education Partnership Protocol between the
department and the South African Police Services, and the Regulations for Safety Measures
at Public Schools. The state has currently addressed the growing prevalence of cyber bullying
with the promulgation of the Cybercrimes Act 19 of 2020 which, in the case of children, will
be read in conjunction with the Child Justice Act 75 of 2008 (Kreifels & Warton, 2019).

2.9 Conclusion

This literature review has demonstrated that there are different definitions and types of
bullying. This study involved two specific types of bullying: physical and cyber bullying.
Although there does seem to be some consensus on the definition of physical bullying, a
definition of cyber bullying has not yet been agreed upon as it is more complicated and
nuanced than physical bullying. Many scholars disagree on what counts as cyber bullying.
Despite this difficulty in definition, several characteristics of both types of bullying have been
discussed and a relationship is seen to exist between them. In other words, physical bullying
can easily turn into cyber bullying and vice-versa. The chapter has also noted that South
Africa is faced with several challenges regarding violence and bullying in schools, especially
with an increase in the use of cell phones in a digital age. This increase has had an impact
within the social space and movements for social change. While positive action has resulted
from social media campaigns, the negative impacts of social media are harmful, especially as
seen in the case of cyber bullying. Despite the South African government producing policies
and measures to ensure a reduction of bullying at schools, the need for strict measures to

mitigate bullying remains critical. Moreover, policies and interventions focussing specifically
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on cyber bullying and cyber safety are, for the most part, lacking. The next chapter focuses

on the theoretical framework which guides the study.
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK - FREIRE, EVANS, AND
GIROUX

3.1 Introduction

This study investigated the practices of physical bullying in schools and their extension into
cyber space. The overall theoretical framework of this study integrates the work of Paulo
Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, as well as other writings by Freire, with the scholarship
of Bradley Evans and Henry Giroux to aid an understanding of power within the context of
cyber bullying. The contributions of Evans and Giroux, whose works have increasingly
resonated with and built upon Freirean critical pedagogy while incorporating theorising on
violence in the digital age, are used as a broader and contemporary theoretical frame in

digital/technological settings.

A finer understanding of physical bullying and its extension into cyber space is enabled by
mapping out the relevant thoughts and key concepts of Freire, Evans, and Giroux. The use of
these scholars incorporates theoretical positions that illuminate and address the intricacies of
power relations, oppression, and violence at play within bullying incidents. Their work is also
a useful frame through which to understand varying interpretations of the meaning of
bullying experiences. Freire, Evans, and Giroux encourage a deepened appreciation of critical
pedagogy as a vibrant tradition amongst scholars seeking social change. This study was
shaped largely by an interest in the question of power and the nexus between physical
bullying in the school environment and cyber space. Its intention was to offer potential
solutions to bullying within the digital age and approaches to narrow the gap between online
and lived realities. Within this chapter, after presenting the key concepts of Freire, Evans, and

Giroux, I will demonstrate how such concepts were applied in the study, and their relevance.

3.2 Freire’s key concepts

Freire was a Brazilian theorist whose experience as a teacher informed his work in the field

of education studies. He was born in 1921 and grew up in poverty in the northeast of Brazil
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during the Great Depression. After studying law, Freire began teaching Portuguese in
secondary schools. His wife, Elza Oliveira, a primary school teacher herself, played an
important role in encouraging Freire’s theoretical work. While in political exile, Freire wrote
Education as the Practice of Freedom (1967) and Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968). These
books were based on the literacy programmes he developed for poor people in Brazil which
were successfully implemented and led to a rise in literacy in Brazil. These programmes were
the cause of his exile as the military government that came to power after Brazil’s 1964 coup
d’etat found them too subversive. It is important to be aware of Freire's background as most
of his concepts were influenced by his experiences. Freire himself recognises the importance
of his experiences and observations, both as a teacher within Brazil and a political exile, to
the Pedagogy of the Oppressed in its preface. This study selects some of Freire’s key

concepts to explore bullying.

3.2.1 Freedom and oppression

In the foreword to the Continuum 30th anniversary edition of Pedagogy of the Oppressed,
Shaull explains that, to Freire, freedom specifically refers to “the means by which men and
women deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the
transformation of their world.” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 34). Freire himself explains,
(1970/1993, p. 79) “Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men upon their world
in order to transform it.” Thus, within Freire’s framework, freedom is the practice of
changing the world through critical self-awareness and creative engagement with reality.
Freedom is the primary goal of human existence as it is “the indispensable condition for the
quest for human completion” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 47). In other words, Freire contends that

the search for meaning and purpose in life is only possible through the practice of freedom.

Oppression then, according to Freire (1970/1993), is the prevention of a person’s practice of
freedom. Oppressors achieve this by imposing conditions on and limitations to the realities
and actions of the people they oppress. This results in dehumanisation since freedom is a
basic condition for existence as a human being. Oppressors claim ownership over humanity
through the denial of freedom as they regard humanity as “a thing” or “property” that not
only can be owned, but to which they have the exclusive ownership rights (Freire, 1970/1993,

p- 59). The internalisation of this situation by the oppressed results in their indoctrination and
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causes a “fear of freedom” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 36). This fear is characterised by a
reluctance to subvert the status quo for fear of punishment by the oppressors in power,
leading to the misidentification of the status quo and prescription of conditions as freedom
(Freire, 1970/1993). The “fear of freedom” paralyses the oppressed and prevents them from

practicing freedom.

Within this study, bullying was seen as a form of oppression which limits the freedom of
those being bullied. The study used Freire’s concept of freedom to help survivors and youth
to understand how to address the dehumanising experiences of bullying. In addition, the
concept of oppression was used to help survivors to understand the oppression of bullying,

how it denies freedom, and how survivors are treated as objects during bullying incidents.

To humanise the oppressed, teachers and political leaders need to create the basic conditions
for the practice of freedom by the oppressed. Such conditions facilitate critical awareness,
self-affirmation, and creative engagement with and transformation of the world. Freire
(1970/1993) warns, however, that teachers and political leaders who assume a position of
authority when attempting to overthrow oppression, rather than facilitating an expression and
understanding of freedom by the oppressed themselves, become oppressors in turn. Freire
argues that because humanity requires the self-initiated quest for freedom, dehumanisation
can only be ended by allowing oppressed people to seek liberation on their own. This is also
the only way to end dehumanisation of oppressors as, by relying on the oppressed to keep
them in power, they restrict their own practice of freedom to dehumanise themselves.
According to Freire (1970/1993, p. 56), “As the oppressors dehumanize others and violate
their rights, they themselves also become dehumanized.” Freire (1970/1993) is ultimately
concerned with the struggle to recover humanity, move away from the dehumanisation of

both the oppressed and oppressor, and seek permanent liberation.

This study used such concepts to allow those who experience bullying to realise their
capacity to liberate themselves and ensure that they create a better world, while giving those
who bully the opportunity to break the cycle of dehumanisation. It is unsurprising that
Freire’s philosophy of humanisation has wide appeal in a range of fields, including sociology,

women’s studies, theology, peace studies, and other contemporary disciplines. In Anderson’s
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doctoral thesis, “Humanisation in the Digital Age: A Critique of Technophilia in Education’
(2018), he points out that cyber bullying specifically takes place because social media
accentuates “the dehumanising potential of online interactions” and the “normalisation of
dehumanising interactions” (Anderson, 2018, p. 101). In this way, Anderson indicates how
the dehumanisation of people by social media, because they are behind a screen, enables
bullying. Violence is a crucial aspect of bullying which this study highlights. Evans and
Giroux (2015b) speak about an “intolerable” violence. According to Freire (1970/1993), the
role of violence, as it is wielded by oppressors, is to restrict the humanity of the oppressed by

using aggressive force to curtail their freedom.

Freire’s concepts of freedom and oppression were critical to this study as they were used to
understand the nature of bullying based on survivors’ experiences. Just as oppression is
understood as oppressors’ prevention of the practice of freedom by those who are oppressed
through the restriction of the world by unfair conditions on existence, this study sought to
understand the perspectives of those who are being bullied and what prevents them from
achieving freedom. Based on Freire’s claim that dehumanisation is a natural result of
oppression, the study explored how the experiences of survivors of bullying lead to
dehumanisation. In addition, Freire’s concept of oppression was used to acquire, first-hand,
insights into the experiences of those who were bullied, what led to the incidents, and how
the experiences made them feel. The concept of oppression was also used to gather
information about survivors’ own views on school violence and its prevalence. Hence, the
concept of oppression was mainly used in Phase one of the study to understand survivors’
experiences and responses, and the nature of bullying in the context of oppression and
violence. Considering that Freire calls for human beings to address dehumanisation by
striving for personal and social freedom, this study also sought mitigation measures to help

the achievement of personal and social freedom for those being bullied.

Freire maintains that it is through the realisation of human and social potential that the
oppressed can transform into fully human subjects. Young people are likely to embrace the
digital future — in part by explicitly advocating and demonstrating their social experiences to

the world on social media. As a result, technology assumes an anchored and fundamental
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position in society. It is this technological innovation that, although enabling violence such as
in the case of cyber bullying, affords young people an opportunity to become true subjects,
ones who obtain and engage in critical human agency. They become the historical
protagonists who have the potential to break a vicious cycle of dehumanisation through
bullying and social oppression in order to humanise the world and reduce bullying
tendencies. In line with Freire’s call for a society without oppression, especially in his book
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/1993), one in which everyone’s voice is heard and valued
equally, the study sought to ensure that those who have experienced bullying have an
opportunity to have their voices heard by creating space for the bullied to organise

themselves to fight for their freedom and the end of oppression.

3.2.2 Education

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/1993), Freire identifies the potential of education both
to free and to oppress. Education can be used to facilitate oppression in the service of
oppressors or to initiate subversive action by fostering a critical awareness in the oppressed
that allows them to understand oppression and change society. According to Freire, such a
“pedagogy of the oppressed” should push oppressed people to participate directly in its
development to prompt their understanding of oppression. Such participation would lead to a
practice of freedom as it would allow the oppressed an opportunity to gain critical
understanding and transform their world by challenging oppression. Freire argues that
oppressors cannot develop or implement this kind of pedagogy. In terms of this study, this
means that attention was paid to those who have been bullied rather than those who have
bullied. The concept of a “pedagogy of the oppressed” was used in this study to understand
how survivors responded to bullying at school, the support they may have received, and any
possibilities for change brought about by support systems. The concept of education within
the “pedagogy of the oppressed” was used in the Phase two collaborative workshop to
understand youths’ perspectives on bullying, to establish whether their views are comparable
to those shared by survivors, to broaden an understanding of bullying, and to offer

recommendations to address the issue.
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Freire (1970/1993) argues that, while it is possible for the people in power to effect large
scale changes in education models, the implementation of a smaller scale “pedagogy of the
oppressed” is more effective and practical for the oppressed in their efforts to fight for
freedom. Freire (1970/1993, p. 72) calls the first model, which is the traditional pedagogy of
modern education, “the ‘banking’ concept of education”. This approach to education
reinforces oppression. The second model of education is a liberating pedagogy that Freire

(1970/1993, p. 40) calls ““problem-posing’ education”.

The “banking” model creates a hierarchy within the classroom that mirrors the power
structure of an oppressive society. The teacher is in a position of power as the authoritative
possessor of knowledge. The teacher dictates this knowledge to learners, who are positioned
as inferior and knowledgeless. Thus, they are required to accept the knowledge from their
teachers without critical interrogation. This model of education enforces the assumption that

the teacher is always correct and, thus, there is no room for critical engagement with learners.

In the “problem-posing” model, on the other hand, teachers and learners are positioned as
equals and engage in a collaborative pursuit of knowledge. This creates a room for both
teachers and learners to decide topics and participate in problem solving. The teacher does
not hold a dictatorship over the classroom, rather, everyone is both a teacher and a learner
simultaneously and has valuable contributions to make towards the education process. In this
context, Freire (1970/1993) calls for a society without oppression, based on equality in social
and power structures and the value of everyone’s voice. Political leaders interested in the
overthrow of oppression must, therefore, engage with oppressed people as equals in a
collaborative fight for freedom to dismantle imbalanced power structures and instate a society

in which everyone can practise freedom.

My study used the “problem-posing” model in Phase one, during the collaborative workshops
with youth in Phase two, and with teachers in Phase three. This education model was also
used in Phase four as part of the piloting of the teacher resource. In the interviews with

survivors of bullying in Phase one, the model was used to create a safe environment based on
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equality between the interview and interviewee which encourages the sharing of personal
experiences. The model was applied to youth, teachers, and learners to involve them in
discussions which are problem-solving in a manner that increases confidence and knowledge
to pave the way for honest discussions about and interrogation of the bullying problem. The
problem-posing model was used in Phase three with teachers, who were encouraged to offer
recommendations, and in Phase four during which the education resource was subjected to
constructive critique by the teachers. Hence, Freire’s concepts were used to enable the
survivors of bullying, youths, and teachers to share their experiences and contribute to an

understanding of the nature of bullying, responses to it, and possible mitigation measures.

3.2.3 Maintaining and overthrowing oppression

To Freire (1970/1993), education is an important tool for individual growth and enacting
social change. According to Freire, although education is the vehicle through which
oppression can be overthrown and freedom achieved, it equally has the potential to maintain
oppressive social structures within a society. He argues that, through systems of oppression,
oppressors maintain their power by obstructing radical social change using anti-dialogical
methods such as “Divide and Rule”. In this method, oppressors instigate internal conflict
among oppressed people to prevent the organisation of any united action for social change.
This suggests that, if oppressed people feel isolated, they are likely not to fight for their
liberation or change. Freire argues that, in the event that the oppressed begin to demand
freedom, the oppressor can appease the people by creating superficial changes that hide the
continued maintenance of their oppressive power. The fight for freedom, however, is not
without its pitfalls. Revolutionary leaders often re-enact oppressive systems in the attempt to
overthrow an oppressor. These leaders may resort to manipulation or domination to garner
support from the oppressed. In this case, radical social change cannot be achieved as real
social change only occurs through the empowerment of people to practise their own freedom.
Within this study, Freire’s concept of maintaining and overthrowing oppression was relevant
as it enriched the insights that were gained into experiences of bullying, the nature of
bullying, and how survivors responded to bullying. Furthermore, the concept of maintaining

and overthrowing oppression was used in the collaborative workshops and piloting of the
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resource where youth, teachers, and learners were exposed to problem-solving solutions

aimed at mitigation measures for bullying.

3.2.4 Dialectics

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/1993), is heavily influenced by the ideas of Karl Marx and
Freidrich Engels. In particular, Freire uses their concept of dialectics. This concept also owes
its existence to Hegel, as Freire acknowledges in a footnote. The concept of dialectics
indicates a relationship in which a thesis (an idea, statement, or object) exists by virtue of its
antithesis (an opposing idea, statement, or object). A synthesising idea, statement, or object
that resolves the contradiction set up by the relationship is produced through the interaction
of the two theses. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/1993), Freire uses the concept of
dialects to describe the relationship between the oppressed and their oppressor. According to
him, the oppressed “exist in dialectical relationship to the oppressor, as his antithesis. ..
without them the oppressor could not exist” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 49). In other words,
oppressors are dependent on the oppressed for their existence. Dialectics are relevant to all
manner of existence in the world and, it is only through dialectical thinking, that the
oppressed can come to understand their situation. According to Freire, however, mere
apprehension of the dialectical nature of their situation is not sufficient for their liberation
from oppression, “[t]he oppressed can overcome the contradiction in which they are caught
only when this perception enlists them in the struggle to free themselves” (Freire, 1970/1993,
p- 49). Freire argues that existence is dialectical in nature — composed of relationships of
dialectical opposition. For example, he says (1970/1993, p. 103), “I consider the fundamental
theme of our epoch to be that of domination—which implies its opposite, the theme of
liberation, as the objective to be achieved.” In this case, social change is the synthesis that

reconciles the contradiction between the maintenance of oppression and its overthrow.

The concept of dialectics was used in the study to help survivors gain insight into their
experience of being dominated by bullies and to gauge whether their responses to bullying
promoted liberation. The concept of dialectics was also used in the second phase of the study
in which both youth and I reflected on the experiences of those who were bullied in terms of

a dialectical relationship between bully and survivor. Together, we examined whether the
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youth shared the same views as the survivors and how they felt about watching or witnessing
bullying incidents. In addition, this study used such concepts to allow those who had
experienced physical and cyber bullying, youth, and teachers to engage in reflection and
dialogue and to plan actions involving either sharing their experiences or finding ways to
mitigate bullying. Creating room for people to talk about bullying is an important opportunity
for individual growth and social change. In accordance with the liberatory potential of a
dialectical outlook, conversations with survivors hold the potential to identify conflicting
elements, for example, bullied and bully, and domination as opposed to liberation. Such

elements were critical to this study.

3.2.5 Praxis

Freire (1970/1993, p. 51) defines his concept of praxis as “reflection and action upon the
world in order to transform it.” Thus, praxis refers to the concrete work humans undertake in
their search for freedom, understanding, and change. Praxis is the method through which
oppressed people can reconcile the contradiction in their situation by fostering their own
critical awareness and practise of freedom. In fact, Freire (1970/1993, p. 79) argues that
“[1]iberation is a praxis”. Freire (1970/1993, pp. 65-66) further emphasises the importance for
oppressed people to recognise and assert their existence as human within the history they are
creating. It is only in this way that the oppressed can successfully engage in the process of
praxis in their quest for freedom as human subjects: “At all stages of their liberation, the
oppressed must see themselves as women and men engaged in the ontological and historical
vocation of becoming more fully human.” This process facilitates knowledge enhancement as

well as the potential to bring about freedom from oppression.

Freire (1970/1993, p.87) also argues that “[w]hen a word is deprived of its dimension of
action, reflection automatically suffers as well”. By this, Freire suggests that a word’s power
lies in its ability to act — to denounce and liberate. Through mechanisms of oppression,
however, a word can be robbed of this power to act.. Furthermore, denunciation is impossible
without commitment to transformation which requires action. Freire highlights that every

human being is capable of looking at and acting on the world critically irrespective of the
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“culture of silence” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 30) they may display. He maintains that “[hJuman
beings are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-reflection”. (Freire 1970/1993,
p. 88). In other words, it is the nature of human beings to be involved in the critical process of
simultaneous action and reflection that transform the world. This process is what Freire calls

praxis.

The concept of praxis had relevance to this study within the context of the second and third
phases as they required reflection on the findings from Phase one involving interviews with
survivors. The process of reflection was complemented by action in the recommendations
offered during these phases on how to change the world for those being bullied and those
who bully. Changing the conditions of survivors, who might have lived in a “culture of
silence”, is critical but first requires us to understand their experiences, responses, and the

exact nature of the bullying they underwent.

The adoption of praxis or the action-reflection component of this study sought to promote
joint and mutual learning through the creation of partnerships, collaboration, and sustained
dialogue. Freire’s methodology is encouraging for cyber bullying research as it reveals how,
in the digital age, when approached critically, action and reflection synthesise to shape us
ethically and inform intervention strategies for addressing this phenomenon. It is also
pertinent to note that new meaning and direction are critical in striving towards change.
Bullying in physical and cyber space is at the forefront of intractable social problems,
particularly so within the context of school violence. With praxis serving as a catalyst for
negotiating new meaning, young people may be better able to articulate their experiences and
perspectives of daily realities. Hence, this study was designed to create a culture of inquiry
that moves beyond information delivery to incorporate the generation of knowledge, the
action to develop and pilot possible interventions, and contribute to social change. This
aspect of the design was based on Freire’s praxis which functioned to encourage a deeper
understanding of and meaningful response to the dehumanising forces that surround and

impact young peoples’ lives, in and out of school, as well as in cyber space.
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3.2.6 Conscientisation

Conscientisation is the result of the critical awareness developed when individuals embark on
a course of action against the oppressive elements of reality, namely, the social, political, and
economic structures that place conditions on existence. Conscientisation involves the shift
from attitudes of powerlessness to attitudes of powerfulness on the part of individuals and
groups and is necessary for social change. It is a state of critical consciousness. In Pedagogy
of the Oppressed (1970/1993), Freire reinforces that his theories are based on real-world
observations of “concrete situations” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 37), from his time working as a
teacher in Brazil and in exile. He notes that many of his learners feared conscientisation as
they believed it to be dangerous, “destructive”, or “anarchic” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 35).
Freire (1970/1993, p. 46) refers to this as “a fear of freedom”, which is internalised by many
oppressed people and is based on the fear of the risks involved in challenging oppression and
a reluctance to disturb one’s sense of normality and stability despite experiencing oppression
every day. People are often unaware of this fear and, even if they are conscious of it, do not
usually admit to its existence. Oppressed people become aware of and/or admit their
condition of oppression and their fear to challenge it through conscientisation. Freire does
report, however, that some of his learners were more perceptible to conscientisation and
gained a critical awareness more easily. Freire maintains that conscientisation enables
oppressed people to change from “naive” to “critical” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 35) and reclaim

their humanity in transforming their world.

Conscientisation was also relevant to this study: “a fear of freedom” is linked to the fear of
speaking about past bullying experiences within physical and cyber space. Survivors were
given a chance to move from “naive” to “critical” through their input into the educational

resource that was used in the collaborative workshops and its piloting.

The application to this study of Freire’s pedagogy, through the processes of reflexivity and
critique, aimed to provide a means for young people to become more conscious of the forces
that control and mould their lives and acquire new understandings and solutions. This
research process, which included carefully crafted activities and workshops, was deliberately

structured to create multiple opportunities for conscientisation. This was based on the
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conviction that valuable insights are likely when participants have the opportunity to reflect,
debate, and critically assess the ideas and perspectives that emerge from activities and
discussions. This study aimed to encourage young adults to reflect on their experiences and

offered them a space to challenge, debate, and evaluate their concerns.

3.2.7 Dialogue

The concept of dialogue builds on praxis. Freire (1970/1993, p. 88) defines dialogue as “the
encounter between men, mediated by the world, in order to name the world.” This naming is
based on the word and its power to denounce oppression and produce social change through
praxis. Dialogue is an interaction among people in which there is no domination or
oppression at play, and everyone is in an equal position of power. According to Freire, these
basic ethics must characterise education and political change. In other words these processes
must be “dialogic”, in order to oppose the “anti-dialogic” nature of oppression and attain
freedom. Through dialogue, people “achieve significance as human beings” (Freire
1970/1993, p. 88). This means that they are able to practise freedom because they are
involved in critical reflection, to understand their world, and action, in the form of dialogue,
to transform it. Dialogue is an act of courage in which one confronts the reality of the world

unafraid.

For Freire, a radical is someone who does not consider “himself or herself the proprietor of
history or of all people, or the liberator of the oppressed; but he or she does commit himself
or herself, within history, to fight at their side (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 39). Thus, the radical is
“committed to human liberation” (Freire, 1970/1993, p. 39) and opposes oppression through
dialogue and praxis in the fight for freedom without claiming to have power over history and
those that are oppressed within it. Hence, through a “pedagogy of the oppressed” based on
“problem-posing” education, such radicals inspire praxis in oppressed people and fight with
them to overthrow oppression. All this involves a dialogue and can be achieved using a wide
range of methods such as pictures, audio interviews, texts, and other media which facilitate
reflection and dialogue. In this study, Freire’s concept of dialogue was important during the

collaborative workshop with youth. The use of a wide range of methods to stimulate dialogue
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was intended to create an opportunity for the youth to discuss and offer recommendations on
bullying in a problem-solving manner. In this way, they acted as radicals engaged in praxis

for social change.

This study, in a collaboration between a range of participants for the co-construction of
knowledge through authentic dialogic interactions, drew on Freire’s concept of dialogue. This
was intended to explore many of the silent and dehumanising aspects of survivor experiences.
Through this engagement, it was hoped that participants could mobilise themselves in a
project of emancipation and engage in a “humanising dialogue” in the collaborative

workshops that took place with youth in Phase two and with teachers in Phase three.

3.2.8 Some criticism of Freire’s theory

Notwithstanding the usefulness of Freire’s theoretical concepts, there are some weaknesses
which have drawn criticism. For example, Knudson and Elias (as cited in Ohliger, 1995)
claim that Freire’s definition of oppression is too vague and redundant, targeting only the
poor as the oppressed, and overlooking the oppression (like the bullying depicted in this
study) that operates at all levels of society. Freirean scholars Kahn and Kellner (2007) and
Roberts (2015) offer suggestions to sidestep some of these weaknesses, encouraging
researchers to pay attention to the specific contextualisation of the theory to present-day
needs. Weiler (2003) appeals for the Freirean legacy to be re-read, adopting a more open and
plural approach, especially within the disciplines of post-modernism and feminism. This

study paid attention to bullying types across class strata.

Furthermore, Gottlieb and La Belle (1990) criticise Freire’s theory of conscientisation,
claiming that the theory’s weakness is evident in the many consciousness-raising
programmes, coupled with skill transmission programmes, that have not brought about the
desired social changes. Further, Zachariah (as cited in Ohliger, 1985, n/p, para 22) states that
the absence of any concrete measures for conscientisation prevents people from improving
their standard of living and instead “they acquiesce in their oppression because they have no

other choice”.
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Moreover, in relation to dialogue, Freire provides contradictory positions, leaving the reader
wondering if dialogue is “essential communication [that] must underlie any cooperation”
(Freire, 1970/1993, p. 168) or whether “[d]ialogue between the former oppressors and the
oppressed... [is] not possible before the revolution” (Freire 1970/1993, p. 139) — Freire’s
position seems to indicate that there is a stalemate in which no revolution can ever be
successful because, the dialogue that is essential for revolution to occur cannot occur before
the revolution has already occurred. Another criticism of Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970/1993) is that it analyses oppression in terms of class which leads to a narrow definition
of oppression that does not acknowledge critical issues in the South African context such as
racism and gender-based violence. As this study shows, bullying, which is a form of
oppression and violence, does not necessarily happen based on class but incorporates race,
gender, socio-economic situation, and other conditions. Other forms of oppression also limit
freedom and dehumanise those who experience bullying in physical and cyber space.
Considering the above criticisms of some of Freire’s theories, there is a need to look at some

post-Freirean scholars.

3.2.9 Post-Freirean theorists in the digital age

In recent years, critical theorists such as Henry Giroux, Bradley Evans, Douglas Kellner, and
Peter McLaren, who have all collaborated extensively, have emerged as leading proponents
of Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy. They maintain an impassioned commitment to the
reading, critique, and general momentum of Paulo Freire’s work in the digital age. The work
of these theorists is important because it addresses many of the difficult social issues of the
contemporary era, including the impact of technology in the digital age. These scholars have
a pivotal role to play in the emergence of a myriad new concepts and important ideas for the
purposes of this study and in the ongoing expansion and deepening of the narratives around
violence in contemporary society in general, and in schools in particular where violence and

bullying in physical and cyber space are widespread and unmitigated.
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McLaren (1997, n/p) stresses the importance of engagement with and a vigorous reading of
Freire “in the context of his entire corpus of works”, particularly those pertaining to
globalisation and post-Fordist economic and neoliberal educational policies. In this ongoing
engagement, McLaren encourages the re-invention of Freire’s work, especially as it relates to
contemporary debates around information technologies in which there exists the possibility of
building new modes of revolutionary struggle. McLaren rightfully calls for the resurrection of
Freirean pedagogy because it maps out a powerful strategy for the oppressed, non-oppressed,
and future generations to draw on for the purposes of rebuilding a democracy for a better

quality of life.

In the essay “Paulo Freire and Ivan Illich: Technology, politics and the reconstruction of

education”, Kahn and Kellner (2007, p. 431) argue that:

[A] critical pedagogy of technology can be reconstructed that is capable of speaking
to today’s needs and this critical pedagogy itself can be reconstructive of the current
terrain in education as it works to overcome inequalities through the appropriate use
of technology and the establishment of critical consciousness on the issues

surrounding technology and society.

Kellner (1998, 2001) explains that some studies reveal how mainstream media promotes
inequalities, injustices, and discrimination on the basis of gender, race, and class and those
“media representations help construct our images and understanding of the world” (Kellner,
1998, p. 104). Kellner is committed to the central role that education and media pedagogy
must play in creating a more positive awareness and understanding of the modern world in
the digital age, one that encourages students and citizens to extend more productive and
progressive responses to technological and social changes. Becoming more sensitised to these
injustices, Kellner maintains, will aid in strengthening democracy, making way for

progressive social change, and moving towards a more just society.

According to Giroux (2010, p. 715), a founding theorist of critical pedagogy, critical
pedagogy is “an educational movement, guided by passion and principle, to help students

develop consciousness of freedom, recognize authoritarian tendencies, and connect
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knowledge to power and the ability to take constructive action”. In other words, critical
pedagogy is the modern equivalent of Freire’s “pedagogy of the oppressed” as it emphasises
the same goals and promotes recognition of oppression and action towards liberation. Over a
number of years, Giroux has been consistent in building and tightening the relationship
between critical pedagogy, cultural studies, and radical democracy (2001) and in making
pedagogy a defining principle central to addressing youth culture with regard to media and
popular culture (1996). In the same critical spirit, Giroux has, in recent times, focused on
visual displays of violence and argues that the emergence of “mass and image-based media

have become a new and powerful pedagogical force” (Giroux, 2016, p. 19).

In a video lecture entitled “Where is the Outrage? Critical pedagogy in dark times”,
(MacPherson Institute, 2015), Giroux is persistent in highlighting the need for teachers and
social theorists to recognise other forms of public pedagogy such as that of mainstream media
and digital screen cultures. He argues that schools are not the only places in which learning
and education take place; they also take place in online spaces. This fact is acknowledged by
this study’s application of Freire’s concept of education in the Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970/1993) to online experiences. What is important for Giroux, is that when people see
injustices, an agenda involving political and civic agency is triggered. According to Giroux,
extending critical pedagogy into public pedagogy further influences “critical thinking,
thoughtfulness, dialogue, but also opportunities to mobilise instances of moral outrage, social
responsibility and collective action” (MacPherson Institute, 2015). The various contributions
of these scholars influenced this study’s approach to the use of multimedia for the purposes
of education during the workshops and the piloting of the educational resource. This study
was also open to recommendations on mitigating bullying and better ways of using the

resource as a way to address bullying in schools involving the use of ICTs.

3.3 Evans and Giroux’s key concepts

Bradley Evans is a political philosopher, critical theorist, and thinker on violence. Post-
Freirean scholars, Evans and Giroux argue that Freire retains “strong influences in the field of

education and other areas of practice that require thinking about the possibility of an ethics of
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difference that resists violence” (Evans & Giroux, 2015a, p. 9). Evans and Giroux specialise
in interrogating violence in the digital age, arguing that “[i]n our mediatized age, we are all
bearing witness [to acts of violence] in one-way or another” (Evans & Giroux, 2015b, p.
208). Evans and Giroux’s work functioned as an important resource for this study as it

complements Freire’s concepts in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/1993).

Central to Evans’s work in particular, is his commitment to ensuring that the study of
violence continues to be “an open field of critical enquiry” (Evans, 2017, p. 8). Inspired by
the work of Walter Benjamin, an influential critical theorist of the early twentieth century,
Evans and Lennard (2018) reiterate the challenge identified by Benjamin (1921) as one in
which “our task remains to develop a critique of violence that is relevant to our times” (Evans
& Lennard, 2018, p. 2). Evans offers a reminder of the usefulness of critical pedagogy when
studying contemporary violence and the connection between violence and education. Due to
their contention that “there can be no twentieth-century solutions to twenty-first century
problems” (Evans & Giroux, 2015a, p. xv), Evans and Giroux (2015a) call for “a new radical
imagination and emancipatory politics” and “liberating alternatives” (p. xv). In this way, they
call for a new approach to the problem of violence in society — one that embraces an ethics of
equality and freedom. Evans argues that the connections between different forms of violence
and education must be meaningful. His view is that making meaningful connections demands
a range of critical and pedagogical interventions which this study used in Phases two, three,
and four, to understand the connection between education and violence in survivors’
experiences, their responses, and the recommendations given during the collaborative

workshops and after piloting the resource.

Evans (2019) argues that violence, in its novel and contemporary forms, needs to be
confronted with newer vocabulary and a different vision. Evans’s view (2019, p. 4) is that
“violence should be intolerable in all forms or ‘modalities’”. In other words, no matter how
violence manifests, it should be rejected outright as unacceptable. Evans (2019) deepens his
discussion to argue that intolerable violence is not only about an individual’s capacity to
tolerate different forms or representations of violence but also imbued human emotion. He

maintains that there is a need to concern ourselves with interrogating how intolerable images
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of violence, which reach us through various media, have been manipulated to encourage the

tolerance of violence in general and have led to the emergence of other forms of violence.

3.3.1 Intolerable violence

In attempting to answer the question about how we interrogate violence in the 21st century,
Evans argues that the changing logic of violence in present day society comes with regarding
violence as normal, possibly due to the “silence cultures” to which Freire refers. Human
beings are immersed in a relentless stream of real and virtual violence which has made
intolerable violence tolerated. This high tolerance level means that we require “spectacular
violence” to be perpetrated against survivors in order to jolt us out of complacency.
Moreover, the media only reflects the humanity and struggles of oppressed populations once
there has been “spectacular violence” enacted on their bodies. Human beings have the
capacity to find empathy and solidarity, but sometimes only after having witnessed or seen

survivors of violence.

Such an observation was used in this study to examine youth experiences of violence during
the collaborative workshop, assess whether their experiences were similar to those of
survivors, and explore how they felt when watching or witnessing physical bullying
incidents. Evans argues that violence is an infringement on human lives, impacting upon an
individual’s dignity, selfhood, and belief systems. He, therefore, calls for the use of powerful
pedagogical tools that foster critical teaching and learning to mitigate violence in schools.
This study developed and used pedagogical tools during the teacher collaborative workshop
and the piloting of the resource to encourage critical thinking among youth and learners. This
not only allows for a re-thinking of violence, but also for a shaping of its agenda so that

various manifestations of violence, which technology renders inescapable, are considered.

Evans (2019) argues that, while some forms of violence can be rationalised, there are some
forms that surpass the “tolerance threshold” (p. 4), the maximum level of a given experience

that a person can endure. One can assume that he is referring to his ongoing work on the
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September 9/11 attack which, according to Evans, was “nothing exceptional” in comparison
to the “far more intimate and individualising forms” (Evans, 2019, p. 4) of violence and
suffering that exist, such as: Black men attacked and killed by white police; attacks on
ordinary citizens; military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq; “sacrificial terrorist violence”
(Evans, 2019, p.10); and young children (asylum seekers) washed up on the shores of the
Mediterranean. According to Evans, although the September 9/11 terrorism attack is still
detestable or “rightly viewed as desperate acts of alarming brutality” (Evans & Giroux,
2015a, p. 1), dealing with the psychological impact of exploding towers depicted in video-
clips and repeated television footage is, in some ways, easier than dealing with other forms of
daily violence inflicted on individuals and communities. Hence, Evans speaks of intolerable
violence as that which occurs every day in front of individuals in their communities. He
believes this violence can be challenged through critical teaching that takes into account

newer forms and examples of violence.

In this study, the concept of intolerable violence helped towards the achievement of a deeper
examination of the survivors’ experiences of and responses to bullying through an
understanding of bullying as a form of intolerable violence. Bullying is characterised by
intimate and individualised suffering which, arguably, surpasses Evans’s tolerance threshold
and can, thus, be classified as “intolerable violence”. Evans’s concepts of intolerable violence
and bearing witness were also helpful to developing an understanding of youths’ responses to

bullying and their recommendations for mitigation strategies.

Giroux's (2016) contention, that “spectacular” violence functions as an important pedagogical
tool, creating a space for pedagogical interaction, had important implications for this study in
that physical bullying in cyber space — as a spectacle — acts as a pedagogical tool that
influences “an act of intervention” (p. 24). Using Evans and Giroux (2015a, 2015b), this
research aimed to create a more socially just world by encouraging an awareness of human
agency, and, by empowering participants to become actively and more democratically
engaged in the possibilities for social change. The “spectacle of violence” served as a central

concept and lens for deeper interrogation of bullying in cyber space.
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3.3.2 Spectacle of violence

In relation to Evans and Giroux’s concept of “intolerable violence”, Sontag (2004) argues
that the problem of violence is in its association with representation. For example, in her
book Regarding the Torture of Others (2004), she makes reference to the defenders of the
Bush Administration who maintained that the US president was appalled by the photographs
of tortured Iraqi prisoners, “...as if the fault or horror lay in the images, not in what they
depict” (p. 129) or what they reveal to have occurred. While Evans (2017) reiterates that
contemporary societies are constantly flooded with images and representations of violence,
Sontag deepens the discussion by interrogating what the images depict; the fact that the
images were taken in the first place; the contemptuous manner in which perpetrators behave;
and the collective participation and justification by perpetrators. To this end, she asks: What
it is about the nature of these images that “makes some actions representative and others
not”? (Sontag, 2004, p. 130). These questions were also relevant to this study. Evans rightly
recognises thinkers such as Sontag, Debord, Deleuze, and Kellner, among others, for their
contribution towards extending knowledge in the area, providing critical theoretical insights,
and raising crucial questions on the concept and practice of the spectacle of violence in the

contemporary moment.

Although long, the following quotation from Evans and Giroux (2015a, p. 32) is important
for this study and needs to be cited in full:

The spectacle of violence represents more than the public enactment and witnessing
of human violation. It points to a highly mediated regime of suffering and misery,
which brings together the discursive and the aesthetic such that the performative
nature of the imagery functions in a politically contrived way. In the process of
occluding and depoliticizing complex narratives of any given situation, it assaults our
senses in order to hide things in plain sight. The spectacle works by turning human
suffering into a spectacle, framing and editing the realities of violence, and in doing
so renders some lives meaningful while dismissing others as disposable. It operates
through a hidden structure of politics that colonizes the imagination, denies critical

engagement, and pre-emptively represses alternative narratives. The spectacle
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harvests and sells our attention, while denying us the ability for properly engaged
political reflection. It engages agency as a pedagogical practice in order to destroy its
capacity for self-determination, autonomy, and self-reflection. It works precisely at
the level of subjectivity by manipulating our desires such that we become cultured to
consume and enjoy productions of violence, becoming entertained by the ways in
which it is packaged, which divorce domination and suffering from ethical
considerations, historical understanding and political contextualization. The spectacle
immerses us, encouraging us to experience violence as pleasure such that we become
positively invested in its occurrence, while attempting to render us incapable of either
challenging the actual atrocities being perpetrated by the same system or steering our

collective future in a different direction.

Evans and Giroux's (2015a) definition of the spectacle of violence is evident in the above
quotation. For them, the spectacle of violence is the framing of human suffering as an
aesthetic and performative event to be witnessed for entertainment. This entails the
dehumanising of survivors, often politically motivated, who are viewed as disposable. In this
way, critical reflection and ethical engagement with the violence that is being presented is
restricted. The spectacle of violence was used in this study to understand survivors’
experiences of bullying, their opinions on what was posted on social media platforms, and
how they responded to such bullying. Understanding bullying as spectacle was critical to the
study as examples of bullying as spectacle were used in the Phase two collaborative
workshop with youth to understand their perspectives and to establish whether they shared
similar sentiments with survivors. It was interesting to note whether the participants
themselves view bullying as a spectacle. Such concepts were applied to the study, through the
use of various educational tools of communication, such as the use of online news articles
and educational videos, to help youth express how they feel about bullying and offer their

recommendations in a problem-solving manner.

The spectacle of violence seems to have ushered in a steady stream of images that merge
violence, terror, and suffering. Giroux (2016, p. 18) argues that alongside these spectacular

events, a pre-requisite “pedagogy of fear” is created. Evans and Giroux (2015a) suggest that
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ubiquitous spectacles of violence often lead to a failure to identify with any clear ethical,
civic, or social qualities of those positioned at lower levels in the social order which leads to
their continued suffering. Furthermore, the spectacles disguise how some political processes
promote social abandonment and further human destruction, and how human connectivity
through technology will “encourage citizens to actively participate in their own inescapable

oppression” (Evans & Giroux, 2015a, p. 1).

3.3.3 Disposability in the age of spectacle

It is pertinent to note that Evans and Giroux (2015a) were influenced by the writings of
Holocaust Survivor Primo Levi, whose concept of disposability stems from his own personal
endurance of the horrors and cruelty of Auschwitz. Levi (1976) argues that the majority is
capable of horrendous things. Individual people are sometimes seen as disposable when
expended as a means to further a cause. This implies that we now live in a different time, one
in which we have the option to learn from the past about the human potential for destruction
and devastation. Levi (1976) argues atrocities happen in the world because of the extreme
fragility of human relationships in the face of human beings’ tendencies towards violence,
domination, and othering. He believes that the only strategies to counter these tendencies are
to be found in education and an ethic of human responsibility. Evans and Giroux (2015a)
argue that people have not just become desensitised to violence, but rather, that they are
being taught to desire it. This research, however, condemns violence and seeks to work
against its perceived desirability. In their political examination of spectacle in the present
day, these scholars curate what is seen and unseen; what is represented and what is not,
including whose lives matter and whose do not. The scholars offer an incisive analysis of
neoliberalism’s ills, including the drone strikes and Black lives taken, hidden behind the
facade of liberation and equality, to reveal how violence is normalised. Survivors are
rendered disposable, and the spectacle becomes commodified as entertainment — in a manner

very similar to the way in which filmed bullying in cyber space is received.

According to Evans (2019, p. 68), “as we remember the atrocities of the 20th century, we

must not change the way we think about violence”. In a similar way to Levi’s concept of
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disposability stemming from his personal experience of violence, Franz Fanon (1952) brings
in another dimension of positive and negative violence through his lived experiences of
violence. Fanon’s approach is guided by his colonial experience. He argues that colonial rule
is maintained through racialised violence and repression. Violence dehumanises the colonised
person to the extent that it makes him or her an animal. Such a perception of colonial subjects
normalised the use of violence against them. In response, a collective catharsis is required, a
channel or outlet for releasing all forms of aggression (Fanon, 1952, p. 145). Fanon argues
that violence becomes an intervening event that allows people to remove the feelings
imposed or internalised by the colonial power. The only way to restore self-esteem and
control is through violence. Hence, Fanon argues that violence frees people from an
inferiority complex, despair, and inaction, making a person fearless and restoring self-belief.
Fanon’s discussion of the restoration of self-belief and confidence was critical to this study
which attempted to create a space for dialogue aimed, to some extent, at (non-violent)
catharsis. The study also used Fanon’s ideas to understand survivors’ responses to bullying —

with their own violence or with a ‘culture of silence’.

Evans and Giroux (2015a) suggest that it is not only digital communication that encourages
humans to be more “image conscious” (p. xiii), but also our overemphasising of the
importance of the visual gaze in screen culture that “offers new spaces [i.e. digital images and
graphics] for thinking dangerously [i.e. expressing violent thoughts and desires]” (p. xiii) and
the normalisation of violence. The emphasis on the visual may also explain, to some extent,
how visually recorded incidents of physical bullying become a spectacle for entertainment
online. Evans suggests that by paying attention to and reflecting on the atrocities of the 20th
century, we may be better equipped to deepen our understanding of the subtler forms of
violence. Evans and Giroux’s (2015a) critique of violence is based on Freire in their
supposition that “mass violence today must be understood by comprehending the ways in
which systematic cruelty is transformed into questions of individual pathology” (Evans &
Giroux, 2015a, p. 4). In other words, the cause of violence is attributed to the pathology of
individual people in order to hide the political infrastructure that entrenches power
imbalances in society which, according to Freire (1970/1993), reproduce violence and
oppression. Evans and Giroux (2015a, p. 57) state that “nowhere is the severity of the

consequences of this new era under neoliberalism more apparent than in the disposability of
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younger populations”.

Evans and Giroux (2015a) make a critical contribution to the understanding of the politics of
disposability in the context of neoliberal societies, that is equally applicable to the South
African context, when they describe the spectacle of violence and its normalisation in the
context of daily life. In addition, Evans and Giroux (2015a, p. 70) argue that the level to
which violence has become integrated into the functioning of society means that “even as its
underlying political and economic structures are shown to be interwoven with the social
fabric of neoliberal societies, the painful memories it evokes disappear quickly among the
barrage of spectacles of violence and advertisements addressing us not as ethical beings but
as customers seeking new commodities, instant pleasure, and ever more shocking thrills”. In
this quotation, again, Evans and Giroux draw attention to the features of neoliberal society, in
this case consumerism, which hide the structural violence in society and restrict ethical
human engagement. In this study, the concept of normalisation as it relates to bullying
featured prominently. The study engaged survivors, youths, and teachers to understand if the
survivors’ experiences of and responses to bullying contributed to the normalisation of
bullying as a form of violence as spectacle in everyday life. The study also drew on the work
of Evans and Giroux to examine how the violence inherent in social and political structures

affect mitigation strategies to address bullying, especially in schools.

In echoing the concerns of young adult South Africans, Kelly, Campbell, and Howie (2018,
n/p) refer to the contention by Evans and Giroux that violence remains instrumental to the
ordering of “social, cultural, economic and political practices in communities, regions and
nations” under neoliberal administrations throughout the world. The nature and design of
communication technologies that enable the production of these spectacles can pave the way
to the forced disposal of the survivor. Evans and Giroux (2015a) expose the multiple roles of
disposability and, in effect, provide impetus to understand its connection to bullying
experiences. This study used the concept of disposability in understanding how the nature and
experiences of, and responses to bullying made survivors feel. Collaborative workshops and
piloting of the resource took place within the context of understanding disposability in an age

of spectacular bullying.
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What Evans makes clear, and is of relevance to filmed incidents of physical bullying in cyber
space, is that the spectacle is by no means a “random act” (Evans, 2019, p. 42). Its violence
is, instead, a process. This study used this concept to understand stories shared by survivors
and how they may also reveal the extent to which the experience of violence is a process,
particularly when offline-online dynamics which perpetuate violence are considered. Despite
the obfuscating properties of spectacle, viewing violence as a process can produce
opportunities for survivors to seek deeper meaning and more understanding; to explore and
understand the justification of violence; and to be in a position to make rational choices.
Evans (2019) recommends that this be addressed in an educative matter, characteristic of
collective resistance, which gives voice to those most affected and helps to translate abstract
relations to the world into action. Such recommendations were applied in Phases two, three,

and four in order to offer recommendations and mitigation measures.

3.4 Relevance of Freire and Evans and Giroux’s theories to this study

Freire’s concepts in the Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970/1993) and Evans and Giroux’s
(2015a, 2015b) concepts of intolerable violence, spectacle of violence, and disposability were
highly relevant to this study which focused on bullying in physical and cyber spaces.
Bullying is an act of violence and form of oppression which dehumanises people and causes
suffering, in a similar way to the society-wide forms of violence and oppression that Freire
writes about. Furthermore, since bullying is a form of violence, Evans and Giroux’s concepts
are highly useful to understanding it. Through the application of Freire, Evans, and Giroux,
profound insights into physical bullying and its extension into cyber space can be gained.
Moreover, these scholars” works offer practical concepts through which to examine bullying,
both traditionally in physical space, and, especially through the contributions of Evans and

Giroux, in the context of the digitised world in which bullying extends into cyber space.

Other post-Freirean scholars also pay attention to the potential of critical pedagogy as a lens
through which to develop a better understanding of the impact of bullying (Meyer, 2008).

This approach contributes to the development of new tools to respond to bullying. Meyer
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(2008) argues that the application of a critical anti-oppressive pedagogy to educational and
teacher programmes can promote the transformation of oppressive discourses in schools.
Meyer (2008) further makes the point that critical pedagogy contributes to a better
understanding of the root causes of certain behaviours; it can also challenge the ongoing
reproduction of bullying through mechanisms that limit these behaviours in schools and assist

in creating safer school environments.

The studies described above bore relevance to the aims and objectives of this study which
sought to broaden the scope of critical pedagogy that is employed in understanding the nature
and experiences of and responses to bullying. This was revealed through a research design
which illustrated how increasing participation and creating partnerships through collaboration
can make meaningful advances towards the practice of critical pedagogy. This study was also
designed to engage with young adults, to help facilitate their deeper understanding of and an
appreciation for the society in which they live, and their role in shaping it. This is important
because young people may not acknowledge their own role in the bullying process or the
skills, knowledge, and tools they need to cope as survivors and to reject or avoid harmful

behaviours.

This study embraced Freire’s (1970/1993) and Giroux's (2010) endorsement of the use of a
wide range of data generation methods: pictures, interviews, texts, and other media to
facilitate reflection and dialogue. Giroux (2010) also argues for the dynamic interplay of
audio, visual, and print materials in critical pedagogy to support reflections on society and its
history that may lead to better insights into and understandings of lived reality and the current

moment in relation to the past.

According to Evans (2017), people witness a host of spectacles as representations of
violence. Evans explains how we might deal with the contemporary spectacles of violence we
are forced to witness. For instance, he suggests that looking beyond the spectacle can reveal
the reality of violence in all its forms. He warns against voyeurism when he argues that “it is

through the spectacle of violence that we begin to uncover the abilities to strip life of any
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political, ethical, and human claim” (Evans & Giroux, 2015a, p. 7). He also argues that being
witness to various spectacles constitutes a political function. It was vitally important that this
study addressed Evans’s points and raised questions around physical bullying in cyber space
such as: How might this phenomenon move beyond the spectacle? How does it relate to a
broader historical narrative? How might this phenomenon, as a form of spectacularised

violence, be addressed in an educative manner?

Relevant to this study, with regard to the spectacle of violence, Evans and Giroux (2015a)
also open up new thinking about the nature of the images produced in the media — images
which must be acknowledged as constituting victimisation and trauma that continues to
reverberate far beyond the initial incident or “the original act of violation” (Evans & Giroux,
2015a, p. 42). This can be considered as a defining characteristic of filmed physical bullying
in cyber space. What Evans and Giroux (2015a) point to, and which aptly captures the
experiences of the survivors in this study, is the fact that the violence continues after the act —
both in physical and cyber space. In addition, it continues in the imagination of the survivors:
it haunts them, often to a level of despair, and the survivor usually accepts, conforms, and
consents to the violence as a punishment. And so, “the cycle continues ... This unending
process offers no way out of the dialectical tragedy” (Evans & Giroux, 2015a, p. 43). Another
strategy in developing a critique of violence for this study was to isolate and interrogate a
specific form of bullying in order to achieve a more nuanced understanding of the nature and
experiences of bullying. While all forms and representations of violence are patently
intolerable, this study sought to emphasise the fact that all forms and representations of

bullying, in physical and cyber space, should be regarded as intolerable.

3.5 Conclusion

This chapter has presented an in-depth theoretical framework for addressing and responding
to physical bullying and its extension into cyber space. The first part of the chapter identified
key Freirean concepts relevant to this study. These include freedom and oppression,
education, maintaining and overthrowing oppression, dialogue, and other supporting

concepts. Complementary to Freire, are arguments by Evans and Giroux who borrow and
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develop Freire’s concepts and speak further about intolerable violence and how it can
develop into spectacular violence. The chapter also indicated how such concepts were applied
in the study in such a way that the nature and experiences of, as well as responses to, bullying
were examined. The concepts of these scholars were also critical to recommendations for the
mitigation of physical and cyber bullying. The next chapter discusses the research design and

methodology of this study.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

The previous chapter discussed the theoretical framework based on the concepts from Freire,
Evans, and Giroux relevant to this study. This chapter discusses the critical paradigm and the
qualitative methodology, which uses action research, used in this study. The chapter also
discusses the origins and processes of action research, its trends in education, how the
procedure of this study was carried out, and the challenges encountered. The chapter
demonstrates the cyclical process used involving four phases: interviews with survivors, a
collaborative workshop with youth, a collaborative workshop with teachers, and the piloting
of the resource. The chapter covers the whole research process and indicates where each
phase fed into chapters five, six, seven, and eight respectively. Within the cyclical process of
the four phases, a linear process comprised of four-stage processes — plan, act, reflect, and
develop — was incorporated into each phase as well. This chapter also details the sample and
sampling procedure, the data generation processes, which involved interviews and
collaborative workshops, and the data analysis methods used. Lastly, the chapter pays
attention to research quality, my positionality and reflexivity, and the ethical considerations

involved in the study.

4.2 Framing paradigm

I chose to conceptualise this study within the critical paradigm. In research, a paradigm is a
set of basic assumptions about reality that define the ethics, epistemology, ontology, and
methodology of a study as noted by Guba and Lincoln (1994). Together, these basic
assumptions form the worldview to which the study is committed. The critical paradigm
acknowledges the social and political influences on lived experiences and, hence, bases its
worldview on the basic belief that reality is determined by social structures. The critical
paradigm is concerned with social justice issues and the associated political, social, and
economic issues. It questions “the political nature of [the process of social justice],

maintaining that some relationships in the world are more powerful than others ...” (Henning,
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Van Rensberg, & Smit, 2005, p. 23). Within the critical paradigm, the target for intervention,
therefore, is the social infrastructure that props up unjust power structures in society. Thus,
knowledge generated from this research can contribute to changing the current
understandings of, responses to, and mitigation measures for physical and cyber bullying as it

is understood as an unjust social structure that maintains hierarchies of power.

Pertinent goals noted, when working in the critical paradigm, include fostering critical
consciousness, the dismantling of oppressive ideologies and social inequalities, and
acknowledging that the domain of politics cannot be ignored. Working within this paradigm
was beneficial for this study as it afforded researchers the opportunity to question and address
social issues and offered opportunities for the voiceless and those in less powerful positions
to question and respond to social issues such as bullying. A strength of this paradigm is that it
seeks to advance participants’ knowledge and skills that pertain to their conditions and
experiences and, in so doing, enact practices that seek social justice. The paradigm’s
emancipatory worldview, therefore, has the potential to lead towards social transformation
(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). The critical paradigm enables knowledge production through
partnerships of reflection, sustained dialogue, and creative action. It is clear, from the
discussion of the critical paradigm, that it is congruent with the worldview and many of the
goals that underlie Freire’s work. Thus, his concepts, as well as those of post-Freirean
scholars like McLaren, Evans, and Giroux, could be deployed with theoretical fidelity in this
study. Moreover, this means that the theoretical framework aligned well with the framing

paradigm of the study.

Influenced by the critical paradigm, I embarked on a creative endeavour which incorporated
multiple spaces to listen to individual and collective experiences about bullying, the needs of
those bullied, and the recommendations of participants. This included listening to those
directly affected by bullying. Hence, a critical analysis of participants’ situations with a view
to transforming their realities in an emancipatory way was critical. Using a multi-phase
action-reflection process, the study sought to make meaningful connections and interrogate
the multiple ways in which filmed incidents of physical bullying manifest. It also built
towards the development of an educational resource that fosters critical teaching and learning

in response to the specific character of bullying under study.
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4.3 Qualitative methodology

A qualitative approach was chosen as part of my research design to achieve the overall aims
of the study. One of the main reasons for this decision was that the qualitative approach is
best suited to the generation of rich descriptive data. This was the aim of the research as the
study sought in-depth narratives of the personal experiences of survivors of physical and
cyber bullying practices, as well as multiple perspectives from the participation of youth and
teachers. A major factor in opting for a qualitative research approach was its ability to foster
greater understanding of the complex social issues, particularly those that are “latent,
underlying or non-obvious issues ...” (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2013, p. 11). The lived
experiences of survivors and the rich, multiple perspectives provided by the youth and
teacher participants made this approach appropriate as the participants were given the
opportunity to situate meanings in the processes and structures of their lives and in the social
world around them. The qualitative approach was suitable for this study because of its pursuit
of a critical and in-depth understanding of bullying within physical and cyber spaces, the
need to include participants’ experiences and responses to bullying, and the desire to develop
mitigation measures. By probing deeply into the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of an issue, an
understanding of an individual’s lived experience and the nature of and response to bullying,
as well as the development of mitigation measures in the form of an educational resource,
was enabled. Thus, as qualitative research asks questions aimed at generating theory, rather
than validating a theory, and this research attempts to broaden understandings of and
contribute to theorisation around physical and cyber bullying and the relationship between

them, I chose a qualitative research design.

4.4. Action research

An action research approach was found appropriate for this study. Bassey (1999) identifies
three categories of empirical research, namely, theoretical research, which involves an
inquiry to understand a phenomenon; evaluative research, where the inquiry is set out to

understand and evaluate, and thirdly, action research, which is carried out to examine,
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evaluate, and change or add to an understanding of a phenomenon as well as to foster
transformative action in society. With its set of collaborative knowledge development and
multi-dimensional strategies of design and engagement in conducting social research, action
research has the reputation of simultaneously satisfying rigorous scientific requirements and
promoting democratic social change (Greenwood & Levin, 2006). For Creswell (2003), this
is how projects, encapsulating a “knowledge claim” (p. 6), are established with a set of
assumptions that govern the content and manner of learning that will transpire during the
enquiry. The broader philosophical position of action research methodology recognises that
collaboration and a commitment to change are essential for the well-being of others (McNiff,
2014). Burns (2015, p. 187) sets out to provide a nuanced understanding of what action

research is, stating that:

Action research is the superordinate term for a set of approaches to research which, at
the same time, systematically investigate a given social situation and promote

democratic change and collaborative participation.

Other scholars, such as Dick (2009), define action research in terms of its two components:
action and research. Action research methodology involves these dual aims: to act on the
world to effect change in a community, organisation, or programme; and to produce
knowledge that contributes to existing research by generating new understandings in the
world. Beaulieu (2013, p. 33) provides a common definition that can be used: “action
research is about improving the quality of human life, acquiring knowledge to become better
practitioners, and developing strategies to address problems”. Cohen, Manion, and Morrison
(2011) add that action research is a powerful tool that, through reflection and collaboration

with participants, can address practical issues and bring about social transformation.

Beaulieu (2013), however, emphasises that the often-neglected key goals of action research,
such as theory building, hypothesis testing, and generalization of findings, essential in
scientific research need to be prioritised. Other scholarship debates and misunderstandings
around action research identified by Beaulieu (2013) include views that action research is not

scholarly; that action research is concerned with teacher professional development rather than
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knowledge production; and that action research is not grounded in quantitative research. Yet
Beaulieu (2013, p. 30) argues that action research is not only grounded in “contextualised
truth seeking” but is also “perspective seeking”. Other proponents of action research such as
Herr and Anderson (2005, p.54) distinguish action research as a “sound and appropriate

research methodology”.

Given that different kinds of social research problems require specific approaches (Creswell,
2003), action research encompasses a unique set of approaches, namely, participatory action
research, critical action research, action learning, participant inquiry, practitioner inquiry, and
cooperative inquiry (Burns, 2015); technical action research, appreciative inquiry and
collaborative autobiography (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2014); ethnographic action
research, network action research, and anticipatory action research (Hearn, Tacchi, Foth, &
Lennie, 2009); and activist research (Hunter, Emerald, & Martin, 2013). These multiple
approaches have diverse histories, operating principles, phases, and techniques, as well as a
unique set of values that differentiate them (Glickman et al., 2014). Ultimately, all these
approaches have the same main goal: to engage stakeholders and capture their voices in order
to initiate the research procedure with the intention to improve their quality of life (Beaulieu,

2013).

4.4.1 Action research origins and processes

Historically, socio-political topics and values have been at the forefront of action research, as
seen in seminal work on race relations by Lewin in 1946. Teacher’s College researcher from
Columbia University Stephen Corey, also wrote about action research in 1953 when trying to
improve school practice. Later, Joyce (1991) recognised action research as a process that
fosters a problem-solving ethos. Action research, the term coined by German social
psychologist Kurt Lewin in 1946 (1952), was used over a number of years while conducting
participatory community experiments concerning conflict and crises in post-world-war
America. Lewin (1946) outlines three essential characteristics of action research: its

participatory nature, democratic impulse, and contribution to social science and social
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change. Lewin (1946) devised a process of spiral steps for action research in which each step

encompasses an iterative cycle of planning, action, and evaluation of the result of the action.

Through the evolution of action research, O’Brien (2001) specifies three different models: the
first model, created by Stephen Kemmis in 1982, involves four simple cyclical steps: plan,
action, observe, and reflect; the second model, developed in 1983 by Gerald Susman,
comprises five phases, each of which encompass the following steps: diagnose, action plan,
take action, evaluate, and specify learning; and the third model, introduced by Eric, Trist, and
Emery in 1959, encapsulates collaborative work, comprising pre-and post-conference session
groups, and a presentation plenary at the end of each session. This third model, called The
Search Conference, is discussed by O’Brien (2001) drawing on his own examination of
action research processes over sixty years. Perhaps the most dramatic illustration of the use of
broad research phases in action research is a model identified by Zuber Skerritt (1990). This
model was created by Kemmis in 1982 and comprises at least thirty iterations through the
cycle of planning, action, observation, and reflection (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988). Burns
(2015, p. 189) describes the spirals as “interwoven, fluid and repeated throughout the
investigation”. He contends that, at any point during these cycles, unintended variations and
reiterations can occur. Essentially research, action and education are intertwined and emerge

as the single process (Herr and Anderson, 2014).

Another distinguishing characteristic of action research, as reported by Beaulieu (2013), is its
ongoing process of iterative cycles or phases, each of which build on the previous phase and
inform the next. This is very different to traditional research designs and methodologies. Dick
(2009) helps to unravel another model of action research — Stringer’s three-part ‘look-think-
act’ cycle in which learning is achieved by virtue of the initial planning cycle and evaluation
cycle. Burns (2015, p. 188) states that action research, unlike other well-established
traditional research approaches, makes use of broad research phases, each of which possess

“... dynamic movement, flexibility, interchangeability and reiteration”.

4.4.2 Action research trends in education

73



Educational action research is practiced broadly. Dick (2009) provides an extensive list of the
different fields in which action research takes place. These include rural and regional
development, community planning, systems-based and organisational applications, and the

field of information and communication technology.

Notwithstanding the overall benefits and contributions of research to the development of
knowledge in academia and society, within the field of education, action research continues
to enjoy widespread success. Between 2008 and 2010, Dick (2011) conducted a broad review
of relevant action research literature and found action research to be developing steadily. In
the first of his extensive two-yearly series of reviews and coverage of action research
literature, covering the years 2004 and 2005, Dick (2006, p. 441) comments that
“educational action research is the busiest area”. In his fourth series, Dick (2011) found that
action research is vibrant and growing in the field of community-based participatory research

where participation and social justice themes are prominent features.

Beaulieu (2013) reported a notable increase and interest in action research in doctoral
dissertations. From an examination of English-written dissertations between 2001 and 2012
from a ProQuest database search, Beaulieu (2013) found that at least 2% of the dissertations
include the phrase “action research” in the title and/or the abstract and 2.4% of the
dissertations actually engage with action research. Action research was used in this study to
examine the nature and experience of and responses to bullying, as well as propose, develop,

and evaluate a mitigation measure in the form of an educational resource.

4.4.3 Challenges in action research

Notwithstanding the emergence of multiple derivatives, perspectives, and specialisations,
action research is often met with many challenges. Despite the continued interest and growth
in action research as a scholarly practice, Beaulieu (2013, p.33) notes that questions such as
“what is it and how to define it?” result in confusion and controversy. Other challenges

include securing privacy of participants, gaining informed consent, and the freedom to
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participate in the study. Furthermore, it is, however, difficult to separate action from research
and to ensure the application of both. There are also delays involved in completing action
research due to unforeseen challenges and lack of repeatability and rigour (Feyisa, Feyisa,

Moreda, & Hailu, 2022).

4.5 The nature of the research problem, aims, and objectives

Isidiho (2009) states that research demands a clear and unambiguous statement of the goal, in
other words, what the research intends to accomplish. The overall aim of this study was to
explore the experiences of young adult survivors as they reflect on their experiences of
physical bullying in school and its extension into cyber space and their responses to it.
Another major goal of this study was to design an effective intervention strategy to

reduce/mitigate bullying.

The following research objectives served to focus the investigation:

1. To generate thick descriptions of young adult survivors’ experiences of bullying in
physical and cyber space;

2. To develop insight into how young adults and teachers respond to bullying in physical
and cyber space;

3. To understand the nature and experiences of bullying in physical and cyber space;

4. To identify needs, strengthen practices, and develop and pilot resources that promote

self-efficacy and mitigate experiences of bullying in physical and cyber space.

The research objectives were achieved by expanding the participation to a cohort of
community members. The selection comprised of survivors, the key informants on physical
and cyber bullying, as well as youth and teacher participants who directly or indirectly
encountered or witnessed the phenomenon. Working with multiple information sources
(Dick, 1993) resulted in both myself and participants playing an active role in tasks and

activities. This allowed for critical analysis of our own situations, with potential for
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transforming and improving, in an educative manner, the lives of learners and teachers and

society (Carr & Kemmis, 2003).

I concur with Dick, Stringer, and Huxham's (2009, p. 7) conception that ... it makes sense
that theory is part of action and therefore of action research”. The theoretical framework
provided the necessary conceptual grounding required for my study. Against this backdrop,
the increased recognition for new meanings and actions became important components for

positive social change.

Within this body of research, and for the purposes of my study, I developed four key research

questions which covered both the exploratory and the action side of the study. These are:

. What are young adult survivors’ experiences of bullying in physical and cyber space?
How do young adult survivors respond to bullying in physical and cyber space?

What is the nature of bullying in physical and cyber space?

AW =

a. What new tools, skills, and knowledge can be developed to promote self-
efficacy and mitigate the challenges (experiences) of bullying in physical and
cyber space?

b. What can we learn from teachers piloting these tools and resources with their

learners?

This study sought the involvement of survivors, youth, and teachers residing within the city
of Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa and surrounding towns in an action
research project. I obtained permission to conduct the study from the KwaZulu-Natal

Department of Education (see Appendix A).

4.6 Research design
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Evans-Winters and Esposito (2010), proponents of critical action research, maintain that “the
issues of power, privilege and difference have to be central to educational research”. My
research design was intended to give greater visibility to the wide range of survivors’
experiences and emotional responses to bullying in physical and cyber space. I chose to use
action research with the emphasis on critical action research as a basis for my study because
of the important social issues, such as oppression and the dehumanisation of young people,

that need to be addressed.

Although my study carried strong features of participatory action research, both involving the
facets of action research processes and combining an inquiry directed towards social change,
my role as action researcher in the project aimed to manage and sustain collaborative control
of the research process (Grundy, 1994). Practices were improved based on the quality of the
outcomes of each action research process. Increasing collaboration ensured that, at a personal
level, I was not a detached observer but rather actively involved in solving some of the

practical concerns of the participants.

The action research design, based on Freire’s values of equality and co-learning, allowed me
to level the power differences between myself, as the researcher, and the participants.
Although there is the potential for the researcher-participant relationship to be unbalanced
with the researcher possessing more power and control, I positioned myself as a co-learner
and emphasised the critical role and value of the participants’ contributions to the study to
prevent this as far as possible. The participatory and collaborative nature of action research
also helped to establish partnerships based on equality between myself and the participants.
At all stages, I encouraged reflections and criticisms from participants. This was especially
true in Phase three when I positioned the teacher participants as the experts to evaluate my

study and the educational resource that [ was developing.

Positioning myself as a critical investigator, I concur with Carr and Kemmis (2003, p.156), in
their discussion on critical education science, that the researcher is pointed towards an
educational re-construction that is “participatory and collaborative; envisages a form of

educational research which is conducted by those involved in education themselves”. Rather
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than the explanatory or understanding-based outcomes that are characteristic of positivist and
interpretivist views respectively, by engaging in action research methodology, I sought to

enhance and transform educational practices.

Gaining insight into the experiences and responses of survivors and the nature of physical and
cyber bullying informed the intervention strategy that was integral to this study. This was
achieved through the involvement of survivors, the key informants in this study, and

collaboration between youth and teacher participants and me.

Three key elements for action research to prevail, according to Carr and Kemmis (2003),
were mirrored in my research design. Firstly, the research design encompassed a project
involving strategic action that sought improvement. Secondly, the project was subject to a
cyclical process of planning, acting, developing, and reflecting and ensured that the inter-
related activities were approached and implemented in a systematic self-critical way. Thirdly,
collaborative control was sustained, even when participation gradually widened to include
others who are affected by bullying. Thus, the action research process was set up to become a
systematic intervention to ensure that the research shifted beyond describing, analysing, and
theorising data to creating and working within partnerships to reconstruct and transform

social structures (Somekh, 2006). The action research process is discussed below.

4.7 Action research process

As a process, action research can adopt a research design model to suit the nature of the
problem under investigation. While there are multiple variations to models, they share the
basic steps of data generation, analysis, and action-taking that shape all action research
designs. These steps are, however, flexible and can be skipped or rearranged as they
generally serve as guidelines in an action research project (Mertler, 2008). Within my study, I
adopted Mertler's (2008, 2017) cyclical and linear processes with additions. My adoption of
these two processes implied a macro and a micro process. The first step of my action research

study incorporated a macro four-step cyclical process which involved interviews with
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survivors, workshops with youth and teachers, and piloting the resource. This process is

demonstrated in Diagram one below:

Diagram 1: Four-step cyclical process

de fca o of eseac pobem
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Phase 4: Piloting resource
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Sep Sa gesus

Sep2 Refec o

Sep Sa gesus
Sep2 mpeme ac o pa
Sep3 Daage ea o Sep3 mpeme ac o pa
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Using a linear process, Mertler (2008) integrates the two organisational schemes of the action
research process showing the shared relationship between schemes, how they influence the
ongoing cyclical process of action research, how the steps inform actions and vice versa, and
how the linear process can be used to help summarise the action research process. Mertler’s
(2008) linear four stage process of action research involves a planning, acting, developing,
and reflecting stage. I adopted this four-stage process, for the microstructure of each of my
macro phases, with an adjustment — I interchanged the order of stages three and four so that
the stage in which the resource was developed followed the reflection stage. Below is

Mertler’s (2008) linear process in Diagram two.
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Diagram 2: Integration of two organisational schemes for step-by-step process of action
research (Mertler, 2008, p. 31)

Action Research
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x SR
e Developing an action plan n v

e Sharing and
communicating results

e Reflecting on the
process

In conducting action research, I found the cyclical process of the model appealing because
the steps of data generation, analysis, and taking action on the area of concern offered the
opportunity to address the problem under investigation at a higher level and provided a more
holistic understanding of the problem to work towards improvement. I adjusted and used the
linear process (Mertler, 2008) as a guide to summarise the steps that informed the action

research process adopted for this study as demonstrated in Diagram three below.

Diagram 3: Four-step linear process (adapted)
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Each phase in the linear stage is within the first four-step cyclical process. Each of my macro
phases involved my adopted and edited linear process comprising (1) planning for the action
research, (2) acting on the plan, (3) reflecting on the process, and (4) developing an action

plan for future cycles.

The action research process in this study encompassed four phases of data generation and
analysis in order to reach its objectives. These research phases included individual interviews
with survivors in Phase one, a collaborative workshop with youth in Phase two, and a
collaborative workshop with teachers in Phase three. Each phase had its focus on strategy that
opened up possibilities for the development of an educational resource to be used as an
intervention. Phase four comprised the piloting of the educational resource as an effective
intervention strategy. Each phase consisted of several steps, as demonstrated in Diagram one.
The most common steps used in all four phases were generating data; analysing and
interpreting data; developing an action plan; and sharing and communicating findings. This

action research process is characteristic of a multi-phase action/reflection process. The
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research design created spaces for knowledge production through partnerships of reflection,
sustained dialogue, and creative action. Having used the cyclical process, shown in Diagram
one, as the overall, macro process, I used the linear process, as illustrated in Diagram three
above, which feeds into the cyclical process shown in Diagram one, to structure each phase in
the cyclical process on a micro level. These four actions: plan, act, reflect, and develop and
the selected steps that were taken to shape the action research process, which fed into the

action research plan and procedure, are summarised below.

4.8 Overview of the action research plan and procedure

My action research plan and procedure encompassed the cyclical stage process with four
phases as demonstrated in Diagram one. Each of the four phases incorporated the four micro

stages as demonstrated in the linear process in Diagram three.

4.8.1 Phase one

Purpose: To obtain thick descriptions from survivors of their experiences of physical and

cyber bullying and to record their responses in terms of how they dealt with their experiences.
Step 1: Data generation: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each survivor.

Step 2: Data analysis: Analysis for Phase one was completed. I became more rigorous in my
inquiry and reflected on emerging themes, critical issues, and challenges. Areas of

importance and areas in need of development were identified.
Step 3: Reflections: Recommendations were captured and reflected upon.

Step 4: Action planning: Areas in need of development were identified with one of the main
outcomes geared towards finding ways of developing an intervention by designing a set of

educational tools as a response to physical and cyber bullying.
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Step 5: Sharing and communicating results: My aim was to find innovative and creative ways
of sharing information from Phase one and to use its findings to inform the development of

an educational resource as an intervention.

4.8.2 Phase two

Purpose: To conduct a collaborative workshop with youth participants.

Step 1: Sharing and communicating results: A power-point presentation with key findings

from Phase one was presented at the workshop.
Step 2: Reflection: Participants were invited to reflect on findings in Step one.

Step 3: Implementation of action plan: Participants were introduced to a set of educational
activities developed at the end of Phase one. These encompassed three main data generation
practices, namely Extending conversations, Scenario presentations, and Collaborative
writing activities. The activities were geared towards finding ways of developing an

intervention as a response to physical and cyber bullying.

Step 4: Data generation: Data was generated through participant engagement with the
educational tools. Participants worked collaboratively sharing and communicating their ideas
in their designated groups. Data was generated from the activities and from two plenary
sessions. The data obtained and recommendations suggested informed the design of the

educational resource.

Step 5: Data analysis: The data generated from the activities and discussions held at the
plenary sessions was analysed. Major themes were identified, and participant
recommendations were considered. The outcomes from the analysis fostered possible

solutions and intervention strategies for physical and cyber bullying.

Step 6: Action Plan: Through a process of reflection and based on the recommendation made
in step five for teacher involvement, a second collaborative workshop involving teachers was
set up. The second recommendation from youth, for teachers to engage with the educational

activities, was acted upon.

&3



4.8.3 Phase three

Purpose: A second workshop with teachers was planned as part of Phase three. The intention
behind engaging teachers was to determine and confirm the key features for the final

educational resource.

Step 1: Sharing and communicating results: The rich findings and collective
recommendations from youth participants in Phase two were presented to teachers. Teachers
were allowed time to engage with the educational activities that were developed for Phase

two.

Step 2: Implementation of action plan: A key intention behind engaging teachers was to
facilitate their input into an interrogation of the educational activities developed for Phase
two. Teacher engagement with these, furthered the final development of them as a potential

educational resource.

Step 3: Data generation: Data was generated from the three data generating practices and the

scheduled plenary session.

Step 4: Data Analysis: Recommendations were considered These supported the development

and finalisation of an educational resource to be used by teachers in the classroom.

Step 5: Action plan: During reflection in Step four, the plan of action was for teachers to

pilot the resource with learners in Phase four.

4.8.4 Phase four

Purpose: For the teachers to pilot the educational resource with learners.

Step 1: Implementation of the action plan: Teachers that participated in the workshop in the

third phase were involved in the pilot resource implementation.

Step 2: Data generation: Data was generated from teachers’ experiences piloting the resource

and presented at a teacher feedback meeting. Secondary data was obtained from teacher
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feedback cards. This teacher feedback meeting was also used to brainstorm ideas around

converting the resource into a digital version.

Step 3: Sharing and communicating results: Teachers reported on the effectiveness of the
resource, shared their concerns, discussed areas in need of development or change, and

identified limitations.

Step 4: Data analysis: All recommendations were considered. Necessary adjustments to

strengthen, improve, and finalise the resource were made.

Step 5: Reflections: Recommendations from teachers for the design of a digital resource

were considered after completion of the research project to form part of on-going work.

4.9 My journey through the action research process

Establishing an action research plan was initially chaotic, given the complexity of addressing
physical and cyber bullying from my position as a concerned digital citizen. This was further
complicated by my long leave of absence from both the academic and teaching fields.
Despite the vision I held, to contribute towards mitigating bullying at school level, I had no

clear plan in mind. I began seeking ways to advance my concerns via an academic inquiry.

My research plan evolved over time. The initial learning was informal and conducted online.
During this period, I sourced a series of online news reports on bullying at schools, viewed
filmed incidents of physical bullying, and created a folder of traditional newspaper cuttings of
incidents in schools that occurred in and around my city. I initiated informal conversations,
wanting to understand how ordinary citizens perceived the issue and whether they shared my

concerns.

I learnt about a range of methodological approaches as I proceeded with my academic
inquiry, through supervision meetings, student cohort meetings, and formal literature. I
realised that my early responses during informal learning contained many think-act-reflect

moments. This became the foundation upon which to establish a plan using action research to
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guide my inquiry. This approach helped me to refine my research focus and provided a
suitable “working context” from which I could position myself as a pedagogical leader. It
also offered a methodology which honoured the notion of “personal value position” (McNiff,
Lomax, & Whitehead, 2001, p. 36). All of these key features were important in defining the

many emerging roles and positions I was to adopt throughout the action research plan.

The progression of the action research plan was developmental. Firstly, I wanted to
understand how bullying played out in young peoples’ lives in both physical and cyber
spaces, as well as the implications thereof. The rich data generated from interviews with
survivors in Phase one produced an important set of themes. It also provided an in-depth
understanding of the impact and the damaging consequences suffered by survivors. In
addition, it shed light on the main features of bullying in physical and cyber space, such as,
the emotional impact, the way events unfold, the role of bystanders and provocateurs, and the

responses from parents, teachers, and the community.

After some reflection, a critical component of praxis, I proceeded to plan Phase two. I was
curious to examine the knowledge about and views on physical bullying at schools and its
extensions into cyber space held by young adults — both as digital citizens and former school
learners. Phase two involved inviting a group of young adults to come together in a
collaborative workshop-mode to deepen the interrogation of physical and cyber bullying. It
became my intention to start shaping a process of partnership-building among survivors,
young adults, and myself. The insights generated in Phase one prompted me to reflect on my
informal learning period and to access the materials collected during that time to start
creating creative and exciting ways for young adults, with myself as co-learner, to interrogate
bullying. This process encouraged genuine engagement with the material as I sought to put
together an authentic educational resource suitable for my study — one that participants would

find interesting, stimulating, and relevant.

Using the action plan to map out and execute my pre-conceived role of action researcher as a
co-learner, pedagogical leader, and change agent had the effect of supporting and

strengthening the engagement and led to the development and design of an educational
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resource. The resource encompassed a range of educational tools designed to intensify
participation in the interrogation of physical and cyber bullying. Survivors’ dehumanising
experiences featured strongly as I sought ways to build their experiences into the respective
activities and translate those experiences into humanising conversations among participants.

The receptiveness of participants towards the survivor experiences helped to facilitate this
shift.

Significant progress was made in Phase two. The action research plan showed its ability to
facilitate the sharing, strengthening, and building of knowledge to deepen an understanding
of bullying in schools and appropriate responses and interventions. A fundamental feature
holding the action research plan together was survivor voice, an inherent feature of the
educational resource. Survivor voice captured the nuanced and complex dynamics of bullying
in physical and cyber space, thereby serving to educate participants on the issues, but also to
motivate them to take the issue further and to explore the idea of involving new “persons of
interest” such as teachers and school learners who, according to the young adults, were at the

frontlines of bullying.

Prompted by my reflections on the rich triggers and insights developed in Phase two, I
carefully considered the request made by young adults to involve teachers and reviewed what
the action research plan had thus far accomplished. I also took the opportunity to confront the
challenges, tensions, and anxiety I initially felt about my lengthy absence as an active teacher
at school level. Negotiating my positionality, in this phase, I resolved that it remained vital
that the voices of survivors and young adults be plainly heard in the plan, design, and
reporting of research conducted in Phase one and Phase two. The educational resource
documented thick descriptions of survivor experiences as well as the work conducted by the
young adults and I made the decision to use the resource to open up the work done to the

scrutiny of teachers in Phase three.

In engaging with the participant teachers in Phase three, I presented detailed accounts of and
insights arising from the study thus far. Keeping teachers fully informed of my intentions,

experiences, and knowledge helped to secure high levels of receptiveness to the study.
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Furthermore, I created opportunities for the teacher participants to judge my action plan
critically, specifically, the extent to which I had enriched their understanding of physical
bullying and its extension into cyber space and advanced the study’s agenda. This was also an
opportunity to receive any suggestions for improving aspects of the resource from the

teachers.

An in-depth review of the outcomes of the teacher participation revealed that teacher
contributions succeeded in offering new knowledge and suggestions for the resource as an
intervention that might address bullying in schools. During reflection on the feedback from
the teachers, I came to comprehend the concerns and challenges teachers confront and gained
a deeper understanding of the reasons behind their failed attempts to address, respond to, or
educate learners about bullying in physical and cyber spaces. Focusing on Phase two and
Phase three, each of which documented the challenges and difficulties of young adults and
teachers respectively, I was able to gain more insight which I used to determine the kind of
educational resource that might best address bullying in schools. The rich suggestions from
teachers set the foundation for the development of the educational resource as a teacher
resource — one that can be implemented by teachers in the classroom, as a viable intervention
strategy. The planning of Phase four naturally arose from this development as there was a
need to pilot the educational resource as a teacher resource to engage with learners in the

classroom.

4.10 Sample and sampling procedure

According to Cavana, Delahaye, and Sekeran (2001), a population refers to the entire group
of entities under study. A total of five young adult survivors who were above 18 years old, 16
youth between the ages of 18 and 26 years, and 12 teachers residing in Pietermaritzburg,

KwaZulu-Natal, and surrounding towns participated in the study.

Accessing research participants involved a process of strategic planning. Administrative

efforts were made to obtain informed permission to conduct the research from appropriate
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gatekeepers. I share a close professional relationship with a well-established local youth
support Non-Profit Organisation (NPO) called Love to Live. The NPO operates in the greater
Pietermaritzburg district and has a strong association with schools. Its membership is made
up largely of school learners, out-of-school youth, teachers, and parents. My own
involvement as a volunteer within the organisation exposed me to many parents, learners,
youth, and teachers. During these interactions, some of which included anti-bullying
awareness campaigns, it was clear that there was a significant pool of potential participants
who had first-hand insights into the phenomenon under study. The members of the
organisation had knowledge of the nature and purpose of my study. Working within the
organisation’s ethical framework, I requested permission to conduct research with the
organisation’s youth and teacher members. I received a letter from the organisation granting
me permission (Appendix B). Different sampling and recruitment strategies for each of the

Phases described above are presented in Table one below.

Table 1: Sample and sampling procedure

Action Research  Selection of Sampling Recruitment Strategy

Phase Participants Procedure

Phase 1 Survivors as initial key  Purposive Approached known youth via
informants sampling an NGO, who have first-hand

insights into the phenomenon.

Survivors as additional = Snowball Initial key informants’
key informants sampling acquaintances or on-line
social networks directed me
to contacting additional
informants.
Phase 2 Youth participants Purposive Approached youth division
sampling via NGO, who have first-hand

insights into the phenomenon.

Request and approval from

one survivor participant, to be
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Survivor participant involved in Phase two, was
obtained at the end of the

interview session.

Phases 3 and 4 Teacher participants Purposive Teachers from the
sampling organisation were invited to

participate in Phase three and
thereafter, the piloting of the
resource in Phase four.
Approached the learner

Learner participants division via NGO, who have
first-hand insights into the

phenomenon.

4.10.1 Sampling procedures

Sampling involves the selection and recruitment of a sample from the population. When
selecting participants for the sample, researchers need to determine a sample size
(Christiansen & Bertram, 2014). There are a number of different sampling methods, random
sampling, stratified sampling, snowball sampling, quota sampling, and purposive sampling
(Merriam & Simpson, 1995). This research used purposive and snowball sampling

procedures.

4.10.2 Purposive sampling

Purposive sampling procedures involve the deliberate selection of participants based on
certain desired characteristics. Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling strategy.
This sampling procedure is sometimes called selective, subjective, or judgmental sampling as
it involves the deliberate choice and inclusion of a participant in the sample based on certain
qualities s/he possesses (Nieuwenhuis, 2010), usually their relevant experience and
knowledge of the phenomenon under study. Purposive sampling was used in this study to

recruit survivors, the key informants in the study, youth, and teachers. Using a purposive
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sampling method, I identified a specific number of individuals who had relevant knowledge
and experience of and interest in bullying, the phenomenon under investigation in the study.
This purposive sampling process continued until the desired sample size was reached (Goel

& Salganik, 2010).

4.10.3 Recruitment of key informants: Purposive sampling

Two recruitment processes were used to achieve the desired key informant sample. The first
recruitment process was through the help of the youth organisation. Contact with three
informants was made through the organisation. Each informant was informed briefly by the
organisation of the research study and my intention to conduct interviews based on their
experiences. I received feedback from the organisation within a month of my request that
contact with the informants had been made. I was granted permission by the informants, via

the organisation, to make the necessary contact at any time after receiving notification.

The organisation was, with the permission of the survivors, allowed to give me their cell
phone numbers so contact could be made. I made initial, formal contact with the informants
telephonically to introduce myself and the study briefly, create rapport, and thank them for
their willingness to participate in the study. The process of gaining access to the informants

and scheduling and confirming dates for the interview session took at least four weeks.

4.10.4 Recruitment of additional informants: Snowball sampling

While the initial informants were purposefully selected according to the needs of the study,
the sampling process was gradually adjusted to increase the sample size. Through snowball
sampling, additional informants were recruited through nomination by the initial informants
of other potential primary data sources via chain referral (Nieuwenhuis, 2010). Cohen et al.
(2011, p. 158) succinctly summarise snowball sampling in which “researchers identify a
small number of individuals who have the characteristics in which they are interested. These

people are then used as informants to identify or put researchers in touch with others who
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qualify for inclusion, and these, in turn, identify yet others.” Each informant was notified of
my intention to include additional informants. They were briefed on the criteria for
recommending and directing me to contact new key informants. Two of the informants
indicated that they were aware of two individuals who had similar experiences and that they
had a relatively close association with them. They volunteered to contact the individuals on

my behalf. Two additional informants agreed to be interviewed after contact was made.

A total of five informants participated in Phase one. Using South African population category
classifications, two survivors self-identified as Indian, one as White, one as Coloured, and
one as Black. Demographics, Appendix C, show that most of the survivors were male (4)
compared to one female survivor. The composition of the sample depended on access,
recruitment, willingness, and availability of survivors to participate in the study. All the

survivors signed informed consent before the interviews (Appendix D).

Hammersley and Atkinson, (1983, as cited in McGarry, 2016) recommend that informants
should fit specific qualities to ensure the right participants for a study are selected. The

selection criteria for the informants included:

1. across section of participants across race, gender, home-language, and socio-
economic status

2. the participant must be an out of school, young adult over 18 years;

3. the participant must be residing in KwaZulu-Natal.

4. the participant recommended must have experienced bullying in a physical space and
cyber space;

5. participants must have attended a private, government, or former model C designated

school

4.10.5 Recruitment of youth participants: purposive sampling

Sixteen (16) youth participants were recruited for Phase two of the study. Demographics of

these participants are attached in Appendix E. Sixteen (16) was the desired sample size for
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the workshop. The age range of the sample was between 18 and 29. The average age was 23
years. There were more Indian (5) and Black (5) participants compared to Coloured (3) and
White (3). The sample population comprised nine (9) females and seven (7) males.
Recruitment was done with the assistance and support of the Love to Live organisation which
has a large youth membership. I contacted all 16 participants telephonically, prior to the
workshop, to introduce myself and the study briefly, create rapport, and make the participants
aware that I have acknowledged their interest and willingness to participate in the workshop.
All youth participants indicated that they were available for the workshop at the scheduled
date. One survivor volunteered participation and was recruited into the sample. All youth

participants signed informed consent before the workshop (Appendix F).

The selection criteria for young adult participants included:

1. across section of youth participants across race, gender, home-language, and socio-
economic status

2. The participant must be an out of school, young adult 18 years and older;

3. The participant must be residing in KwaZulu-Natal;

4. Participant must be a youth member affiliated to of Love to Live Organisation

4.10.6 Recruitment of Teachers: Purposive sampling

Twelve (12) teachers were invited through the Love to Live organization to participate in the
study. An overview of the study, my intentions for a collaborative teacher workshop, and
informed consent was sought at a face-to-face meeting with selected teacher participants at
their regular meetings held at the organisation. This also included setting a tentative date to
conduct the Phase three workshop. All teacher participants signed informed consent

(Appendix G) before the workshop. The selection criteria for teachers included:

1. A cross section of teacher participants from different races and genders

2. The participant must be residing in KwaZulu-Natal
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3. Participant must be a member of the Love to Live Organisation

4.10.7 Recruitment of learners: Purposive sampling

Sixteen (16) school learners were invited through the organisation to participate in the
piloting of the educational resource. Demographics of this sample can be found in Appendix
H. The overview of the study, my intention to hold a workshop, and informed consent was
sought at a face-to-face meeting with parents at their regular meetings held at the
organisation. The meeting also included setting a tentative date to conduct the Phase four
workshop. Parents of learner participants signed informed consent (Appendix I) before the

workshop. The selection criteria for learners included:

1. A cross section of learner participants from different races, genders, home-languages
and socio-economic statuses;

2. The participant must be a high school learner not older than 18 years

3. The participant must be residing in KwaZulu-Natal;

4. Participant must be a member of Love to Live Organisation

4.11 Data generation

The study employed qualitative methods of data generation which were informed by the
critical paradigm. This paradigm promotes collaborative, participatory, and dialogic
processes of data generation. I generated data using several methods. Data generation refers
to the process through which information relevant to the topic under investigation is obtained
and recorded for future analysis, decision-making, planning actions, and passing on
information to others (Neuman, 2000). I used data generating practices which included
interviews and collaborative dialogical workshops. The data generation practices for the
workshops comprised Extending conversations, Scenario presentations, and Collaborative
writing activities, three plenary sessions, a teacher feedback meeting, and teacher feedback
cards for the evaluation of the educational resource. An overview of the data generation

practices is in Appendix J. A period of at least eight to ten months was needed to gather,
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reflect, and analyse the data after each phase as well as to plan for the next phase. The

sources of data that the study used to answer the research questions can be found in Appendix
K.

4.11.1 Semi-structured interviews

The first data generating practice for this study was interviews. Fox and Bayat (2008)
describe interviews as semi-formal conversations with individuals or groups guided by
interviewers based on a set of pre-determined questions referred to as an interview schedule. I
conducted one-on-one semi-structured interviews with survivors to get an in-depth
understanding of the nature and experiences of and responses to bullying, as well as their

proposals for mitigation measures.

Five interviews were conducted between August and September 2019. Two informants were
not readily available as both resided in cities outside Pietermaritzburg. This was the city of
Durban (90 km away from Pietermaritzburg) and the city of Ladysmith (165 km away from
Pietermaritzburg) respectively. I travelled to Durban to conduct the interview at a public
space, in a quiet coffee shop in Durban’s local mall. The informant from Ladysmith later
opted to travel to Pietermaritzburg for the interview session during a visit to relatives. Three
interviews were conducted in the Education Building at the University of Kwazulu-Natal. All
interviews were conducted dependent on the participants’ schedules. Five such interviews

were completed at the end of September 2019.

I developed an interview schedule (Appendix L) following a semi-structured format for the
interviews according to the research purposes and objectives. The open-ended questions
allowed survivors to speak for themselves while allowing me to enter into a conversation to
gather information and understand their lived experience, how they interpreted their
experiences, and their responses to bullying. Additionally, survivors’ in-depth perspectives
ensured that they shared their views, the effects of their experiences, and how these

experiences impacted their daily lives.

95



The length of the interview sessions ranged from 40 minutes to an hour. All interviews were
conducted in English. With permission, all interviews were audio-recorded in order to capture
the survivors’ responses. Cohen et al. (2011) emphasise that non-verbal communication
should be attended to. A note pad was used in conjunction with the audio recording to ensure
the non-verbal aspects, such as facial expression or mood, during the discussion were
captured. Taking notes ensured that I asked additional questions when elaboration of

information was needed.

Though this data generating practice had many benefits, especially for informing the process
of developing and investigating the effectiveness of an intervention, it was not without
limitations. The proposed sample for Phase one was initially eight survivors. It was difficult
accessing three additional participants. In total, five survivors participated in Phase one.
Despite witnessing the many filmed incidents of physical bullying on social media or reading
about incidents in the local newspapers occurring in local schools, it remained difficult to
access or recruit survivors. Survivors may have been available, but ethical constraints

prevented me from accessing and/or contacting them.

I dealt with these challenges through engagement with youth and teachers who shared a
critical understanding of what was happening around bullying. The critical paradigm adopted
in the study also helped me to be critical and interpret the constructed meaning of the
survivors’ lived experiences of bullying. In addition, the paradigm aided in balancing the
provided information by all research participants. The collaborative workshops, explained
below, helped me verify claims made by the survivors. Chapter five reports on the key
findings which emerged from the analysis of the interviews. This chapter also reveals how
the stories shared by survivors inspired the development of educational activities for further

data generation and for the development of the final educational resource.

4.11.2 Youth collaborative workshop
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Planning for Phase two started in October 2019 once the interview transcripts from Phase one
had gone through the analysis and reflection process. The outcomes from Phase One made it
possible to enter into a partnership with youth on a collective platform and to deepen an
understanding of feelings, thoughts, attitudes, and views held around the phenomenon. The
educational activities I developed, based on the interview data from Phase one, reflected the
views, experiences, and feelings of the survivors and opened up possibilities for the
development of an appropriate educational intervention to mitigate bullying in physical and

cyber space.

Phase two was conducted using three data generating activities, namely, Extending
conversations, Scenario presentations, and Collaborative writing, and was supported by two
plenary discussion sessions. The two plenary sessions were to ensure that youth got the
opportunity to uncover additional data that could be lost in data generated individually (De
Vos, Strydom, Fouche, & Delport, 2005). The activities not only prompted youth to have
dialogic interactions and discussions among themselves about the research topic, but also
encouraged them, during the plenary sessions, to share new insights and verify existing
results from Phase one. The rich insights that emerged from the collaborative engagement
moved the study beyond Phase two, towards the development of an educational resource for
teachers to use in the classroom to mitigate experiences of bullying in physical and cyber

space. The richer, detailed process of Phase two and its findings are presented in Chapter six.

4.11.2.1 Challenges/Limitations of Phase 2 Workshop

At least five of the youth participants were not readily available for the workshop. This
caused a slight delay to the initial date set for the workshop as they were college/university
students away from the city. The workshop was scheduled for November 2019 but took place
on the 6th of December 2019 to accommodate returning students to participate in the

workshop.
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The duration of the workshop was planned to be a half-day. Each activity took longer than its
time allocation, however, resulting in the third activity being rushed and requiring alternate

means of data generation, post workshop.

Scheduled electricity/power outages for two hours during an important part of the first
activity, which involved watching videos through power point, added a delay to the workshop
schedule before a contingency plan was put into place. I shared the video links and

participants watched the videos using their cell phones.

Some of the participants showed their interest and willingness to participate in other areas or
phases of the research process. However, these participants were mostly students that were

away at college and would not be available for participation.

4.11.3 Teacher collaborative workshop in Phase 3

Phase three involved a collaborative workshop with teachers. The decision to conduct the
workshop was influenced by the strong recommendations put forward by the youth in Phase
two. My hope in including teachers as participants was, firstly, to allow for a presentation of
new and different insights into the nature and experiences of and responses to bullying in
physical and cyber space. Secondly, I wanted to create further opportunities for teachers to
recognise their own positionality in relation to the recommendations that were identified in
the analysis process in Phase two. Another key intention behind engaging teachers in this
way was to facilitate their input into an interrogation of the educational activities developed
for Phase two. I hoped to use teachers’ input for the educational resource’s final development
as a potential resource for schools to use to mitigate bullying in physical and cyber space.
While the initial invitation was intended to a larger group of teachers, participant numbers
were scaled back in keeping with the university’s prevailing regulations/protocol in response

to the coronavirus pandemic. The workshop took place on 29th of October 2020.
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4.11.4 Piloting the resource

The final phase of the action research process, Phase four, comprised the implementation and
evaluation of the educational resource developed in previous phases. Phase four was
conducted in the form of a half-day workshop, involving a group of teachers and learners. At
least three teachers who participated in Phase three volunteered their assistance in piloting the
resource with learners in Phase four. Sixteen (16) learners from seven (7) schools, all DOE-
approved and affiliated with the Love to Live organisation, attended the workshop. Learner
demographics are given in Appendix H. The learners were purposefully chosen to reflect a
diverse representation across race, age, gender, and socio-economic background. Despite
attempts to include White learners in the sample, the parents of such learners were concerned
and chose not to allow participation. Love to Live assisted me to obtain informed consent
(Appendix I) from learners’ parents/guardians for their participation. Phase four took place in

a local community hall on the 8th of May 2021.

While the initial invitation was intended for a larger group of learners and teachers,
participant numbers were ultimately scaled back in keeping with the university’s prevailing

regulations/protocol in response to the coronavirus pandemic.

4.11.5 Reporting techniques of ongoing data generation

According to Riel (2010), action research involves discrete experimentation in each of the
cycles in which action is taken with the aim of studying the resultant change. Feedback on
this process generally involves a report detailed by cycle or a report on all the cycles in
summary format. A guidepost of techniques for data analysis (Riel, 2010) set out below, was

integrated to support and promote action research data analyses:

1. Cycle research questions: questions were asked to support reflection;
2. Evidence used to evaluate the action was informed through youth and teacher

collaborative workshops for feedback and feed forward;
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3. Evaluation was informed by the reflections of participants at the end of each
workshop and at the end of Phase four during the evaluation of the resource;

4. Reflection: generating extensive data from different sources, such as my field notes
and journal, helped support reflection at varying phases, including looking back at my
own actions. Notes were made of any additions or changes to my actions I would
make if I had to repeat the process. Surprises from the generated data were also

recorded.

Data analysis for each phase of my study was presented in a summative reporting format to

the participants in the next phase.

4.12 Data analysis

Neuman (1997) describes the process of data analysis in a qualitative study as the
organisation of textual and descriptive data into categories for interpretation in order to
identify patterns and relationships. Elo and Kyngés (2008) define qualitative data analysis as
a process of making sense and meaning out of textual data. It is a process that prepares data —
through the systematic searching for, and arranging and organising of data — for breaking and
synthesising into manageable units in an attempt to increase the researcher’s understanding in
a way in which it is possible to share research findings with others (Creswell, 2009).
Thematic analysis was applied to the qualitative data (responses from the interviews and
collaborative workshops) in this research. Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 79) claim that
“[t]hematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes)
within data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail.” The scholars
argue that thematic analysis is a particularly useful method for researchers working with data
generated from a large range of perspectives as it allows the organisation of a large amount of
textual information into manageable units through the identification of themes. The themes
give insights into similarities, differences, patterns, and relationships in the data.
Furthermore, the themes are generated from within the data itself, and thus, unexpected
insights can arise organically allowing for the development of rich and unique understandings
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Regarding large data sets, King (2004) maintains that thematic

analysis can be used to summarise key features. The audio-recorded interviews and plenary
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discussion sessions were transcribed prior to conducting analysis. Once the data was
transcribed, thematic analysis was conducted. Words, patterns, and themes were coded and

then separated into different categories and examined.

My action research study also followed an on-going process of reflection and analysis after
data was generated at the end of each phase. I envisaged a time frame of at least eight to ten
months would be needed to gather and analyse the data and plan for the next phase. This
period was given to allow adequate time for data analysis, as well as reflection and meaning-
making from the analysis (Mills, 2003). This time was also needed to summarise the findings
so that they could be presented in the next phase. The action research process involved the
cyclical process of data generation, data analysis and reflection, planning actions, and the
generation of additional data throughout the research project (Miles et al., 2013). I intended
to interpret the data generated at the different phases supported by the data sets outlined

below.

Table 2: Data analysis methods

On-Going Analysis Implementation

Observation Use of observation grid Participant observation during
all phases was recorded.
Field notes Textual activity supported by | I took field notes during
observation grid observation at all phases.
Logs of meetings To incorporate planning and Introductions; planning and

reflecting sessions, feedback reflecting together with

and feed forward. respective participants.
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Reflexive Diary To reflect on all stages of the Recording of all important
research process. dates of sessions and meetings;
notes on incidences that
impacted positively or
negatively on the contact

sessions were considered.

4.13 Trustworthiness

Using the standards of Guba and Lincoln (1994), the action research design was constructed
to be robust and trustworthy based on the four recognised pillars of credibility, dependability,

transferability, and confirmability.

They study design included collaborative, multi-dimensional strategies for engagement based
on the process of “theory and practice, thinking and doing, reflecting and performing”
(Eikeland, 2006, p. 222) while simultaneously maintaining a dynamic learning relationship

with the selected participants and processes.

The validity of the study was established based on Whitehead and McNiff's (2006) three
methods: “showing the authenticity of the evidence base, explaining the standards of
judgement used, and demonstrating the reasonableness of the claim”. Credibility was
promoted and trustworthiness was established through my choice of triangulation processes

incorporated into the action research study.

To increase trustworthiness and credibility, the cycles of action, reflection, and interaction by
means of collaborative and reflective tasks and activities, working in teams with respective
participants, were ongoing. In addition, reporting and presenting findings from previous

engagement with participants to participants in following phases allowed the constant
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monitoring and appraising of the resource design during the different phases. These strategies
also deepened understandings, helped with constructive critique, and validated
interpretations. This ensured prolonged engagement with participants which increased the
trustworthiness of the study because it allowed the identification and verification of

reappearing patterns and the continuous checking of perspectives (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

The four phases of the action research process reinforced the overall trustworthiness
framework. Member-checking was applied (Stringer, 2008). Survivors were invited to read
through the transcripts of their interviews. Participants noted what they saw as the pertinent
points that surfaced from the interviews and were able to recognise immediately descriptions
and confirm that descriptions and interpretations were accurate (Sandelowski, 1986). In
Phase two, youth also engaged in dialogue with the survivor stories generated in Phase one
and provided a level of confirmation and extension of these experiences. In Phase three, key
findings from Phases one and two were shared with teachers. I then invited teacher
participants in Phase three to pilot the resource in Phase four as a credibility strategy. This
allowed me to spend sufficient time with teachers to emphasise recurrence and to identify
reappearing patterns (Leininger, 1994). This approach ensured intense participation of all
participants at the different phases of the action research process over an extended period of

time. Kielhofner (1982) supports this approach as it is key to enhancing research findings.

Melrose (2001) and Stringer (2008) maintain that sufficient rigour is continually developed
when the study critically proceeds through several cycles. Cycles, which are key in action
research, inform the nature and design of later cycles as more is learnt in each subsequent
cycle. Using this process in my study increased the credibility and confirmability of the
findings. Reports on outcomes and recommendations from all events carried out were
presented to the supervisor for review, to get feedback, and confirm progress. All interviews

and workshops were audio-recorded and transcripts shared with my supervisor.

At a qualitative level, the design of the study provided rich, thick narratives. Perspectives
from the various participants were subject to robust self and cross reflection. The emerging

themes and perspectives were validated through further member checking. Throughout the
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process, the study was subject to peer scrutiny through cohort programmes and guidance

from my supervisor.

4.14 Researcher positionality and reflexivity

The awareness of a researcher’s own positionality is critical in qualitative research, especially
action research, and can be detrimental to the study if not recognised. Reflexivity is an
important strategy used in qualitative research in general, and in action research in particular,
to take researcher positionality into account and ensure quality control (Berger, 2015). I felt a
deep sense of concern and sensitivity towards survivor experiences of bullying, as well as
accountability in being a witness and bystander as a digital citizen. Through this research, I
honoured my urgent need to challenge the status quo, to make a difference to the lives of
school learners, and, in a way, to be faithful to their voices. Kaye and Harris (2017, p. 9)
maintain that “action researchers are insider researchers who see themselves as part of the

context they are investigating”.

Engaging with the literature on school violence in the South African context as well as with
the more formal methodologies, such as action research, prompted me to think about and
acknowledge my background, as recommended by Vanner (2015) who argues that opinions,
values and beliefs inevitably follow the researcher through the research process. This led me
to think more critically about the underlying factors that contribute to the phenomenon in
question. Positioning myself as an action researcher also prompted me to interact with some
complex situations and to venture into more uncertain and unfamiliar contexts, ones that |
embraced with determination. My choice of methodological approach, the choice of
participants, and my collision with ethical anxieties and barriers in wanting to do research on
violence with young people simultaneously carved this new path. Such a path removed me
from a familiar comfort zone and set me on a quest to address the issues of social justice
through action, research, and more action. This quest bolstered me from within and forced me
to question and challenge the existing insights I have on my identity and the multiple roles
and positions that we take on, broadly, in society. My research approach created multiple

spaces and positions to practice and promote my research goals. I anticipated, as outlined by
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Berger (2015), joint and shared experiences with the participants; the movement of insider
and outsider researcher positions as the study unfolded; and my personal encounters with

unfamiliarity and inexperience with what was being studied.

4.15 Ethical considerations

The study’s ethical considerations in the four phases included voluntary participation. None
of the participants were coerced or manipulated into participation; they took part only if they
were willing and comfortable to do so. Another ethical consideration involved permission for
the use of audio-recording. To ensure that no important information was lost, the interviews,
discussions from the plenary sessions, and teacher feedback meeting were audio-recorded and
the recordings, along with the transcripts, were kept at a safe place at the university,
accessible only to myself and my supervisor. Before the start of every interview and
preceding workshops, the participants were sensitised about the interviews and discussions
being recorded. Moreover, informed consent was received through the signing of an informed
consent letter, including privacy, confidentiality, anonymity, and protection from harm. The
participants were briefed and made fully aware of the research procedures before the start of
each interview session and workshop. The procedures included a full description of the
purpose, the duration, benefits, and limitations of the study. Consequently, provision for
counselling was made available should a survivor or any participant require this service
before, during, or after the interviewing contact session or workshops. Counselling services
are well established within the Love to Live organisation and these were made available to
the survivors and other participants as required at no cost to myself or the participants. A
letter from a psychiatrist confirming the availability of these services can be found in

Appendix M. None of the participants requested counselling services.

I was also aware that the nature of the research could trigger painful memories and cause
discomfort. It was decided at the outset that, if this occurred at any stage, the interview
session would be stopped and the participant allowed time to decide whether to continue with

the session or opt for expert counselling. This aspect of the research also meant that the
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following up and monitoring of the situation to ensure that participants were coping was

necessary.

In relation to Phase two, a separate briefing with one participating survivor took place two
weeks before the day of the workshop. The survivor was briefed on my plan for Phase two,
the nature of the workshop, the general composition and profile of youth participants, and the
use of survivor profiles as case studies in the education activities. The survivor was also
briefed on anonymity, counselling services, and voluntary participation. The survivor was not
coerced or manipulated into participating. The survivor did not request counselling before,
during, or after the workshop. Data generation was conducted according to the guidelines of
the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Education of University of Kwazulu-Natal. The

ethical clearance and ethical re-certification can be found in Appendix N.

4.16 Conclusion

This chapter demonstrated that the study was framed within the critical paradigm and used
the qualitative methodology of action research. Survivors, youth, and teachers were selected
to participate in the study contributing towards descriptions and discussions regarding the
nature and experiences of, as well as responses to physical and cyber bullying. In addition, an
educational resource emerged through the process of the study as a mitigation measure. This
education resource was refined in an on-going process of development and evaluation. The
chapter also discussed the sampling methods used in the study. Purposive and snowball
sampling were used to recruit research participants. Finally, the chapter described the data
generation, analysis, and ethical considerations involved in this study. The next four chapters
deal with the four phases of the action research. The following chapter presents the findings

that emerged from the interviews with young adult survivors in Phase one.
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CHAPTER FIVE: PHASE ONE - INTERVIEWS WITH YOUNG ADULT
SURVIVORS

5.1 Introduction

Phase one of this action research study, as outlined in Chapter four, comprised of in-depth
individual interviews with survivors of bullying. In the interviews, survivors discussed the
following: their accounts of and responses to their bullying experiences; the use of digital
technologies, social network sites (SNSs) as such, to facilitate and sustain bullying in
physical and cyber spaces; and the limited support received from schools. Additionally,
survivors were able to share their views on the effects of their experiences and how these

experiences impacted their daily lives.

The survivors’ stories were poignant and often disturbing, revealing many moments of
despair and hopelessness whilst at the same time illuminating their resilience and
perseverance in attempting to deal with and overcome the harm they endured. Taken
together, the survivors’ rich and, in many cases, similar accounts enabled rigorous

examination of the meaning that these survivors attached to the bullying they experienced.

This phase involved interviews with five survivors and the data was anlaysed using thematic
analysis. The following section reports on the key themes which emerged from an analysis of
the interviews conducted with the survivors in Phase one of the action research process.
Before I present the findings, a synopsis of each survivor and their experiences of bullying is

presented.

5.2 Survivors experiences of physical and cyber bullying

Priya: “I cried a lot, but no-one cares really”
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19-year-old Priya doesn’t fit the mold of a typical teenage girl, nor does she want to. She
enjoys wearing her hair short and holds down two jobs, waitressing and fixing cars which is
her life passion. Unfortunately, being different was something that didn’t go down well when
she was in school. Girls would often make fun of her and when she cut her hair short the

ridiculing and harassment escalated.

I cried a lot, but no-one cares really. — Priya

Priya had two videos taken of her. The first was recorded by a learner sitting behind Priya in
a classroom and shows the back of Priya’s head. The clip was circulated on social media. The
clip went around for days, during which time, Priya’s fellow learners pointed and laughed at

her during breaks, in the school hallway between lessons, and even as she walked home.

In the second video, as the bell rings for break and Priya walks into the restroom, she is
followed by a group of girls. While one of the girls’ records on her cell phone, the other girls
shove, slap, and pull Priya’s hair until eventually a teacher hears the commotion and
intervenes. After the video was shared, the entire school knew what had happened and

switched on their screens to watch.

This is how it is. They all knew about it but no-one did anything to step in and stop it.
The same happens when there is a fight outside school. They all hurry to record and
then watch it like it is a show. Its more for entertainment and it all starts and ends with

social media. — Priya

The humiliation and pain for Priya deepened as the video clip made its rounds on social
media. Apart from constantly reliving the experience every time she went onto social media,
the onward clicks, ‘likes’, and comments were equally abusive and painful to her. Fellow
learners and random strangers called her ugly, told her that she looks more like a boy than a

girl, and passed harsh judgments rather than calling out the perpetrators.
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Priya, who was generally a sociable, vivacious young woman, eventually retreated into
herself — her personality changed, and she steered away from having any friends. Who could

she trust when even her friends betrayed her and didn’t stand up for her?

I was very frustrated and very hurt. I cried a lot and questioned why this happened to
me. [ am honestly a very nice person and didn’t deserve any of it. No-one cared

really. There was no solution whatsoever. — Priya

Byron: “How do people ‘like’ something like this?”

Byron’s friends pleaded with him not to leave the school gates, but he knew he had to face

the gang of boys who were waiting for him at some point. The teachers never got involved.

It wasn’t their job or perhaps they themselves were afraid. — Byron

Like many other boys at his school, Byron carried a knife in his pocket, for protection.

Nothing out of the ordinary as boys have to protect themselves. — Byron

The moment he walked out of the school gate, the cameras started rolling. The gang of boys
pounced and moments later Byron stumbled back into the school. He made it to the
principal’s office before collapsing. He was in a coma for several weeks and when he
eventually regained consciousness, he had no recollection of what had happened to him until
his mother told him and then showed him the video of the brutal attack. Byron didn’t

remember much of the incident.
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Just when I got stabbed, I didn’t feel anything. — Byron

Not only was he stunned by the brutality of what had happened but by the fact the video had
gone viral on social media and had attracted nearly 250 000 views and hundreds of ‘likes’.
For seven years after the incident, Byron repeatedly returned to the internet site to keep track

of the video. He hoped that one day the platform would remove the clip.

How do people ‘like’ something like this? — Byron

Siya: “Nothing good comes from social media”

An innocuous comment was all that was needed to trigger the aggression. Siya had been
continuously bullied, especially after school and on the taxi, back home. The boys were
looking for any excuse to get him that day. It all happened in a blur outside the school — there
was a knife and then there was blood, lots of it everywhere. One boy even recorded the

incident on a cell phone!

They just record, laugh, everything is always a big joke. It’s exciting to have fun after

school so what happened to me must have been fun for them. — Siya

The entire attack had been planned and details for it shared on social media ensuring that
everyone turned up to watch. Siya felt bitterly betrayed because his own friends came to
watch and one of them even recorded the incident. Videos of the bloody attack were all over
social media, with some viewers even presuming that Siya was the instigator and

troublemaker.
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Nothing good ever comes from social media. — Siya

Jason: “Humiliating edited clip caused the most pain”

It all started with social media. Jason enjoyed going to gym and posting pictures on Instagram
of his workouts. This was not unusual for a digital age teenager, but some of the boys at his

school became jealous of him and his posts.

At first, they targeted him on social media posting mocking offensive comments. The
harassment escalated to face to face verbal altercations which intensified as time went on

until news circulated on a WhatsApp group that there was going to be fight after school.

It was all planned. — Jason

Lots of learners pitched up outside school waiting eagerly to record the fight. Not only were
the boys lying in wait, one of them had brought their father to help. The father struck Jason in
the face with his car key, drawing blood, before the other boys joined in. The entire incident

was posted online.

Jason returned to school the next day and was greeted with jeers, pointed fingers, and lots of
laughter. He was humiliated the entire day and decided he could not go back, at least not for a

while. So, he stayed at home for three days, switching off his cell phone as well.

When he returned to school, the teasing and harassment resumed, even worse than it had been
previously. Jason could not understand why until one of his friends showed him a second
video that was circulating. Someone had edited the video adding music and lyrics for

dramatic effect and to increase Jason’s humiliation.
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Humiliating edited clip caused the most pain. — Jason

Jason opted to open criminal charges against the perpetrators. This brought some relief as the
video was removed from social media and the perpetrators agreed to pay the medical bills
from the assault. The situation at school did not improve, however, as all his friends
abandoned him for fear of being ridiculed or harassed themselves. Jason felt betrayed and let
down by those who should have stood up for him, something he claims he would have done

for anyone else.

Perplexingly, the school suspended both Jason and the perpetrators and seemed disinterested
in taking any action to support Jason or address bullying in general. After finishing school,
Jason decided he needed to get away from Pietermaritzburg and relocated to a new town as

an escape.

Teejay: “I tried to run away but it still follows me and haunts my life”

In 2017 Teejay was a 16-year-old learner in grade ten. He sometimes stuttered when he spoke
and was often ridiculed and mocked by some of his classmates. This did not deter him from
standing up for himself. The teachers were used to the bickering and even when tensions ran

high, they did not pay much attention, opting to turn a deaf ear rather than intervene.

On one occasion, however, the teasing and verbal altercations escalated further than usual.
Teejay could feel a palpable tension in the air as he prepared to leave school. The bell rang
and everyone filed out including the group of boys that often taunted and bullied Teejay.
Outside the gate groups of learners had gathered.
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It was as though everyone was expecting something to happen. — Teejay

Suddenly he was surrounded by the group of boys. They started pushing him around before
assaulting him with punches and kicks. He did not realise it at the time, but some of the boys

had their cell phones out and were recording the attack on him.

When he got home, and switched on his cell phone, he was shocked to find the video clip
rapidly circulating on various WhatsApp chat groups. His mom bundled him into the car and
rushed back to school to confront management about the incident and ensure they took
immediate steps to have the clip removed from social media. Sadly, very little was done, and

the incident haunted him for the rest of his schooling career.

When he returned to school after the incident, the teasing, and taunting continued. His family
made the decision to relocate him to a different school. However, the tentacles of social
media have a far reach — the video of the incident rapidly extended beyond the existing

WhatsApp groups and was shared with learners at Teejay’s new school.

Matters took a turn for a worse and Teejay faced a fresh onslaught of bullying, harassment,
and teasing at his new school. This had a devastating impact on his life. He became reclusive
and did not go out in public for nearly two months, missing many weeks of school. He felt

that everyone was attacking him.

My entire world was caving in. — Teejay

Eventually, it became too much, and Teejay fled Pietermaritzburg to live in another city to

complete his tertiary studies.
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I tried to run away but it still follows me and haunts my life. — Teejay

Five years after the incident, at the time of the interview, Teejay was still suffering the
impacts of his experiences at school. Occasionally, when he socialises with friends and
family, he has the distinct sense that the video clip is still out there, following him wherever

he goes.

I still hear hushed tones wherever I go. — Teejay

5.3 The impact of bullying in different spaces

An exploration of survivors’ experiences revealed that each survivor experienced bullying in
multiple spaces: inside the school, outside school, within communities, in social settings, and
on various SNSs. In the case of each survivor, the transfer of the initial physical act to cyber
space had the effect of exacerbating their bullying experience. The survivors were confronted
with situations where physical altercations in the school environment were deliberately
instigated, video-recorded, and posted onto social media in order to prolong the bullying

experience.

Teejay’s statement — “I received so many threats after the incident ... all over school, the
shopping mall, actually wherever I went, even at socials...” — highlights the myriad physical
settings in which such bullying can occur. Teejay was able to reflect upon and assess his
experience in different settings by observing that it is easier to manage or control physical
bullying than cyber bullying because, with cyber bullying, “... Once it’s out in cyber space,
everyone attacks you. Having your incident posted on social media is bullying on a much

grander scale.”
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Teejay’s comments were substantiated further when he explained that moving from one
school to another in order to escape the bullying did not work. He said most of the learners at
the new school already knew about the original bullying incident at his former school as a
result of it being posted on social media. According to Teejay, this ... straight away created
a lot of negativity and hostility towards me and I became the regular topic of conversation
amongst the learners everywhere due to this video clip”. Besides giving a fulsome reflection

on his experience, his comments illuminate the lasting impact of his experience over time.

Teejay’s experience reveals the powerful reach, both in space, time, and audience, of his
bullying experience and the inadequacy of a different environment, his new school, to
provide peace and safety. Quite literally, there is no escape. As Teejay remarks: ... This guy
from the old school, was very much plotting with his friends in my new school to sort of get

stuck into me and put me in my place, from behind social media”.

Priya’s account of being bullied in various physical settings and then in cyber space, again

highlights the relentlessness of the bullying experience:

I was constantly made fun off because of my ‘tomboy’ haircut. The girls would laugh,
tease me and take photographs of me, whether at tea-breaks or when they sat behind
me in the classroom. Without realising, it was posted instantly on their social media
pages. Others would see it the same time on their phones ... it was exhausting being
teased and laughed at the entire day, sometimes without knowing why. When I would
go home and switch on my mobile, I would see the pictures and read the horrible

comments. Then only did I understand. They took away my self-esteem.

Priya’s testimony highlights the fact that the classroom, which one would expect to be a
relatively safe place, is a likely arena for both traditional and cyber types of bullying.
Referring to a physical fight in which she was involved in the school toilets that was filmed
and posted on social media, she emphasised that the video clip “was just another place from

all the other places like the classroom, the corridors and the school hall”. She was emphatic in

115



saying that she felt her bullying experiences were relentless and “shadowed” her everywhere

she went.

Priya noted that when she became a young adult and witnessed many other learner-related
incidents of physical bullying posted on social media, memories of her experience were
triggered. Reflecting on her experience, she said that she understood what a survivor had to
endure merely in physical settings, even before the extension of the incident into cyber space.
In contrast to Teejay, who felt he could better handle the bullying in physical settings, Priya
felt that the bullying in physical settings was: “just as bad, if not worse ... people need to
understand that watching videos of learner fights is nothing new because learners fight every

day, everywhere!”

Jason’s account focused largely on the effects — humiliation and embarrassment — he
suffered, as a result of a video of him posted online. Like Teejay, he said that while he was
able to defend himself in physical settings, he had no control over content posted via social

media nor its lingering negative psychological impacts.

I used Instagram as a good place to post my fitness profile, creating a positive image
for myself. Social media turned it into my worst nightmare in a blink of an eye. It is
people who do this to deliberately degrade and take all your confidence away. While I
can get over the fights that took place outside school on the many occasions, I can’t

get over my experience in cyber space.

Interestingly, two other survivors, Byron and Siya, both of whom were stabbed just outside
their respective schools, said that video recordings of the incidents posted on social media
were “just a consequence” of the incidents. Siya was subjected to physical bullying in several
places at school and in the taxi going home in the afternoons before the stabbing incident
occurred and was posted on social media. Byron said: “If you didn’t see the video, it doesn’t
mean the violence is not happening in all the other places.” Byron’s bullying experiences, in

fact, took place mostly in a community setting, where he resided.
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I had to face what was going to happen to me outside after school. If they were not
going to get me here, they would find me in the community ... these fights carry on in
the community between the gang members and the taxi drivers ... but they chose to

come and wait for me outside my school to find and finish me off.

Byron and Siya did not experience any further bullying in physical settings after their
respective stabbing incidents, yet cyber space offered a constant reminder of it. While Siya
maintained that it saddened him that one of his fellow learners, someone he thought of as a
friend in fact, had recorded and posted the incident, he was more worried about having no
privacy or closure in cyber space. Besides the video being posted, there were many online
news articles about the incident, most of which included a photograph of him in his bloodied
school shirt. “I really didn’t expect this ... as much as [ want to put this horrific incident
behind me, cyber space will not let me forget this experience. It haunts me every day because

I know I’m out there!”.

Byron suggested that he felt psychologically trapped by the representations of him that

persisted in cyber space:

I can’t believe after seven years; it has not been taken down. It’s like an action movie.
I have seen how many views it receives and how people shared the video. This is not
how I wanted to be famous. So, it’s very difficult to move on because the Internet still
has this power over me, and I feel helpless because I still feel bullied by the Internet

... which makes it hard to forget my experience.

The role and function of “spaces” in elucidating bullying experiences generated an additional

theme: multiple ways to bully. This theme is discussed below.
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5.4 Multiple ways to bully

Interviews with the survivors revealed that having their incidents posted online served to
facilitate the continuation of bullying — in physical and cyber settings — in multiple ways
beyond the original act. In the realm of cyber bullying, a variety of techniques were
implemented to achieve this continuation. Table three, which can be found under the sub-

theme: decisive techniques for bullying, highlights the different techniques used.

In addition to the frequently utilised technique of filming and posting an incident of physical
bullying online, there is also the option to “frame and shame” the survivor by sending out
screenshots of specific moments in the recording. Moreover, fake accounts can be set up to
facilitate bullying by anonymously sharing, ‘liking’, and commenting on video-clips and
stills. Other techniques involve the starting of false rumours; teasing; gossip; threats and
warnings; blackmail; and derogatory comments. All of these can be facilitated by technology

and social media, which have the potential to exacerbate and prolong experiences.

Priya recalled her experience of the multiple techniques used to initiate various types of cyber

bullying as follows:

The girls are really good at creating group chats to gossip. Kids take pictures of other
kids and threaten to post it if they don’t get what they want. Also, taking screenshots

of conversations and using it to blackmail is common.

Teejay indicated that other techniques included the spreading of rumours or on-going verbal

altercations beyond the initial act perpetrated.

This is how social media controls you. Once framed, like me, you are subjected to lies

and humiliation ... actually for other kids to learn a lesson ... they become frightened
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and [do] not interfere, they keep quiet. Your friends stop being friends, there’s
silence. This adds to the misery of being lonely ... a one-man battle and dealing with

social media.

The other survivors interviewed also provided further examples. Survivors were frequently
ridiculed, mocked, threatened, or intimidated over an extended period of time. Teejay and
Jason experienced extreme ongoing bullying after their incidents were posted on social

media, both in physical and in cyber settings.

In the process of enumerating the multiple ways in which bullying occurs, it became clear
that technology plays a facilitative role in bullying spatially, that is, in various physical and
cyber settings. The techniques used reveal a two-way process that facilitates bullying.
Bullying in physical space leads to bullying in cyber space which, in turn, fuels further
bullying in physical space resulting in more online bullying and so on. Communicated
through the narratives of the survivors, the use of technology to facilitate bullying in spatial
terms generated two sub-themes: (1) The use of technology — a bi-directional tool and (2)
adopting decisive techniques to facilitate bullying. Both sub-themes illuminate how the

techniques used constitute a two-way process to bully.

5.4.1 Technology and bullying

The bullying experiences perpetrated beyond the initial act, as communicated through the
narratives of Priya, Teejay and Jason, show how technology was used to facilitate bullying
spatially, giving the bullying act a bi-directional aspect. Their experiences were also a
reflection of how the various techniques used can result in attacks from both a close

proximity and a distance.

In Priya’s experiences, cell phones were commonly used to spread rumours online. The

distribution of screenshots of cell phone text exchanges in order to incriminate, blackmail, or
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initiate bullying in the physical space was a regular occurrence. Priya highlighted the
frequency with which cell phones were used to take and post photographs online as key to
further instigating bullying in physical settings. In this way, incidents on cell phones
influenced incidents in physical space and vice versa in a bi-directional process of

propagation.

Teejay related how another rumour about him suddenly “cropped up” on WhatsApp while he
was still having to deal with the fallout from the original video circulating on WhatsApp.
Teejay felt that spreading rumours through social media was highly impactful for his bullies
and added to the complexity of negative effects he was already experiencing in physical
settings. It was aimed at “... making my life miserable at my new school”. Teejay added that
he was aware of “a bag-of-tricks” (techniques) used in conjunction with technology to
facilitate bullying. Like Priya, he said that the cropping and sharing of incriminating portions
of text messages was common. Teejay said, in his experience, the screenshots — without the

context of the full conversation — were circulated “to get things stirred up’.

The use of technology to facilitate bullying revealed some of the real challenges encountered
by the survivors. In Jason’s case, where a video of his original incident was used to intensify
bullying, the perpetrators used technology to exacerbate and prolong his humiliation,
harassment, and bullying in physical settings. They also then manipulated the video clip by
adding lyrics and sound effects so that a revised version of the video was re-posted — to

renewed interest — and drew more negative attention to Jason.

I hoped that by the third day, returning to school after the video was posted, things
would settle and be forgotten ... I was shocked that everyone just laughed at me
throughout the day ... worse than the first. Some of the boys made me watch this
newly edited video clip even though I removed myself from social media to get away

from the drama.
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The above accounts from survivors highlight the ways in which technology is used in order to
trigger and deepen bullying spatially, that is, in cyber space as well as in physical settings.
These accounts also illustrate the bi-directionality that characterises the interconnectedness of
physical and cyber bullying: incidents of physical bullying instigated cyber bullying which,
in turn, prompted further physical bullying and so on.

5.4.2 Decisive techniques for bullying

The survivors communicated a wide range of complex negative experiences which evidenced
the use of technology to facilitate bullying. Generated from the data and voices of the
survivors in the above-mentioned themes, Table three highlights the more common

techniques learners use.

Table 3: Techniques learners use to facilitate bullying

Coercing fellow learners to participate in the bullying  Using screenshots of conversations to incite and

process advance bullying

Provoking fellow learners as spectators or bystanders ~ Using social media to provide details of meetings

to become participants in the bullying process for physical fights

Introducing new aggressors and new survivors to the  Filming and posting embarrassing videos or images

bullying process to advance traditional and/or cyber online
types of bullying

Encouraging the continuation of bullying from Making derogatory comments, threats, and warnings

physical locations to cyber locations or vice versa
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Spreading rumours and gossip Replaying the video of the incident
Excluding and isolating Advancing bullying through: views, shares, likes

Ongoing verbal altercations Setting up fake accounts to frame, blackmail,

shame, and embarrass
Ongoing physical bullying Creating group chats to gossip

Ridiculing, teasing, mocking, taunting Technologically manipulating/modifying and

editing original videos/images

Ongoing threats, warnings, and intimidation Ongoing online altercations

These techniques call attention to how existing traditional or cyber types of bullying are used
to facilitate bullying beyond the initial act perpetrated. The nature of these techniques also
points to the individual and/or collective participation of fellow learners to facilitate bullying.
In addition, table three makes the bi-directionality of physical and cyber bullying clear. It can
be seen that the techniques in physical space both fuel and are fueled by cyber techniques and
vice versa. In other words, the ongoing instigation of bullying flows both in the direction
from physical space to cyber space and in the opposite direction from cyber space to physical

space. It 1s through this two-way process that bullying is perpetuated over time and space.

Table three also shows how the combined effect of techniques used serve to contribute to the
exacerbation of the experiences on the part of survivors. This perspective generated a new

theme: increased unfair treatment. This theme is discussed below.

5.5 Increased unfair treatment

Survivors’ experiences illuminated the various components of victimisation which
specifically produce the transfer of the initial physical act from physical into cyber space. The
comments outlined below reveal a higher-level awareness and understanding of how filmed
and shared incidents produce increased victimisation for survivors both in physical and cyber
space. This again, points to the bi-directionality of the interconnectedness between physical

and cyber bullying.
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Priya said that once her video clip was posted it began to circulate, becoming available to
more viewers beyond her physical environment. During this time, she became anxious as
learners from other schools began to take notice of the footage and also started to comment.
Priya noted that, as a result, more opportunities were created to support and initiate further
victimisation from among a wider and unknown group of people. Priya felt that those
viewing, sharing, and commenting on her video were aggravating the situation and were
participating in the bullying incident by engaging in those actions. This view was shared by

the other survivors.

The transfer of the physical act into cyber space brings an inevitable expansion in audience
and potential for further victimisation. Teejay noted an attendant loss of control over both the
content of the footage and its impact, saying “a video being posted and shared is very hard to
control or manage once it goes viral” and can give rise to further victimisation — as it did for

him:

Once the video is out there and gaining in popularity, by way of ‘likes’ and shares,
you can be certain others are ready to target you as well. It happened to me numerous

times with many different people.

Jason explained how social media, specifically the WhatsApp status feature, also intensified

victimisation in the physical settings.

Using WhatsApp status was the easiest way to start the bullying. You just put up on
the status your intention to fight ... so immediately lots of others read and know. This
became the perfect time for others to dare you, to start mocking, teasing and

encourage a fight. It’s everywhere now ... it’s hard to stop it.
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In addition, Jason highlighted the way in which the circulation of his video not only increased

victimisation but also progressed to and had consequences for his family members.

Everybody sees the video. Who’s really not on social media? A few adults
approached me saying they were sorry for what happened but other random people
just started threatening me, telling me to leave things alone ... then they heard I went
to the police station. They said I should drop the charges or my family could get hurt

as well.

The survivors’ interpretation of their victimisation, according to their testimonies reveals
multiple emotional responses including that of feeling entrapped and experiencing

“inescapable violence” according to Teejay.

The circulation of video clips, via SNSs and other social media apps, had the effect of
intensifying victimisation, spreading the reach to vast and unknown audiences, introducing
new survivors (family members) and heightening the scale and impact of all incidents of
bullying especially when such content “goes viral”. Often, modification or the recreation of
content, through the addition of music, visual effects, or commentary, and its re-posting
increased the humiliation and embarrassment, creating new opportunities for bullying and

extending control over the survivor.

This theme further illustrates how the bi-directionality of physical and cyber bullying leads to

an extension and increase of victimisation over time and space.

5.6 Power dynamics

In the language of all survivors, there was an awareness of the existence of a power hierarchy

and a power struggle between perpetrators and survivors. A frequent outcome of this
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awareness was fear and/or mistrust. Survivors used words like “macho guys”, “superior
human beings”, “the demagogues”, “the matrics”, “popular members”, “big shots” and “top
dogs” in their narratives to describe this hierarchy and their own position of relative

powerlessness within it.

All the survivors suffered fear and anxiety as a result of the bullying, which in many ways
reinforced their oppression. Fear was manifested in part in an inability to trust overtures of
friendship from fellow learners. Survivors spoke about suspecting people of having ulterior
motives or of setting them up for further bullying. In many instances, the survivors spoke of
their unwillingness to attend social gatherings, which limited their outings to public places,

out of fear of possible victimisation.

The circulation of content to vast audiences reinforced the spread of fear. For instance, Jason
described the way in which parents of “fearful children” are required to take active steps to

protect their offspring from potential harm once they leave the school premises.

There’s a lot of parents that leave work to pick up their children after school to make
sure their children are safe ... they are aware of the dangers and what goes on ... once

you leave those school gates, you’re on your own.

The ways in which power is maintained is discussed as two sub-themes below:

5.6.1 Technology as an agent of power

Through their narratives, the survivors communicated a wide range of complex negative
experiences and exposed the role of technology in the enforcement of power and maintenance

of oppression. Technology became the impetus for new constructions of the bullying process
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and experience thereof. Moreover, the narratives revealed the ubiquitous nature of power

dynamics in both physical and cyber space.

Technology was evident as an effective tool both to control and maintain bullying in cyber
space and to sustain it, in various ways, in physical spaces as well. In both cases, the result

was the maintenance and advancement of the oppression, as experienced by the survivors.

Priya’s testimony, for instance, exposed the many ways in which technology was

manipulated to achieve her oppression.

They used to degrade me on Facebook and I had to just keep quiet about it. [ was very
depressed getting publicly humiliated ... it destroys you because you are silenced
while they are disregarding you to other people. They do it to show others that they
are the top dogs! Whether you feel weak or strong or if you feel you [are] going to
win or lose the fight, once it’s posted out there, it is happening. Everyone is just

waiting to see ...

In addition, Teejay revealed how the video of him served a dual purpose, functioning as a
powerful source of control over him as well as a mechanism to sustain and exacerbate this

control. This control persisted despite his moving from one school to another.

The video clip and the rumours thereafter created such a hostile environment. They
wanted me to know my place coming into the new school. The popular kids taunted
me repeatedly. They proceeded to give me their names in a very macho kind of way
... saw themselves as superior human beings, threatening my life having known
nothing about me. I was forced to play into their games and perform those unwanted

monkey dances for them ... while they yelled and laughed at me.
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Teejay also shed light on the steps taken by perpetrators to evade punishment for their actions

deliberately through their choice of technological platform. He stated:

Everyone in school gets a little apprehensive about releasing videos on platforms like
Instagram or Facebook. In a school like mine, the school’s image is very important.
This frightens the learners ... they don’t want to get caught out posting hurtful
information. So, rather the video is released and spread by WhatsApp. It’s harder to

trace the source.

Jason also described the torment he experienced as the video of his original incident was
edited and re-posted on social media, thereby intensifying the experience of bullying. This
was another dimension of the effective use and manipulation of technology to harness power.
Jason’s comments showed that he could perceive the capacity of the second video-clip to

advance, strengthen, and control his bullying experiences.

For Byron, technology ensured that he was not allowed to forget about his bullying incident.

He experienced this as oppressive, controlling, and an unwanted part of his identity.

This is part of my history. I only knew what happened to me when I woke up from a
coma after four weeks. When I walked the streets, everyone knew about the incident
because they watched it on YouTube. You can’t beat social media. It even waited for
me to wake up and show me what happened to me ... the Internet is cruel ... it forces

me to see my pain and reality every day.

For Byron, the video clip, still on the internet six years after the event, continues to be a
constant reminder of his experience and continues to define his identity to some extent. He
now views it as a part of his life. For him, its persistence in cyber space is “cruel and

unjustified”.
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Jason showed an awareness of the way in which people used technology to oppress him

openly and deliberately.

He felt proud he had struck me and yet he’s a grown man, me a school learner ... it’s
for popularity ... the untouchables ... the big- shots! Even those who post the video,
do it for clout on social media. They want fame at any cost ... it held me in a position

of weakness.

He stated emphatically that many of his feelings of oppression originated from the fact of
people “receiving and sending” the video to others. He expressed disbelief that people were
“so keen to share this embarrassing video of me”. While he was dismayed at both people and
technology, he felt that people were ultimately responsible for his oppression because they

were at liberty to use technology to “wreak havoc” on others and thus oppress.

The above experiences shared by the survivors emphasise the role of technology in sustaining
oppression. It was evident that, as a result, the survivors endured suffering at many different
levels. Time, speed, the duration of the experience, the nature of bullying experiences, and
the role technology played, were all considered as important contributing factors to survivors’

experiences of oppression and suffering.

5.6.2 Provoking and facilitating oppression

The survivors were consistently troubled by the complicity of others (mainly fellow learners)
in inciting and encouraging the bullying practices, whether in physical or cyber space.
Correspondingly, survivors’ fear of the increased victimisation alluded to the role of

provocateurs and facilitators to sustain bullying experiences.
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For instance, Teejay recalled that when new perpetrators instructed him to carry out his
“monkey dance” around the other learners, “the main instigators would just stand nicely in
front ... just looking, smiling and watching these incidents happen ... [incidents] that they

caused”.

Priya told of similar experiences in terms of peer provocation when she described how she
received threatening text messages indicating that she was going to be “caught” outside

school the following day. She added:

They would stalk me the whole day, through the hallway, corridors and restrooms,
intimidating me. I get so frustrated and just swear at them. The whole thing becomes

my fault for my speaking out against what they were doing ... it got me suspended.

It became evident throughout the narratives of the survivors, that in many of their bullying
experiences, some of their fellow learners were instrumental and sometimes central to the
bullying. This often happened through a series of planned and well-thought-out actions. For
example, Jason stated: “I never knew him [referring to another learner] until he commented

on my Instagram post ... chirping me on social media”.

And again:

... He used to stalk me after school ... drive past with his car to intimidate me. In
school, they just appeared, give me those looks like it’s going to happen again, then

walk away ...

For Priya, the events were deliberate, organized, and involved multiple provocateurs:
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At school the problem is worse than before ... there’s always a buzz about what is
going to happen. Everything is planned and discussed by communicating on their cell

phones. Messages just start spreading ... tensions run high.

The survivors’ narratives suggested that some learners, and even adults, associated
themselves with the learners to encourage the mistreatment or bullying. Thus, it is clear that
bullying was supported through a broad social web that produced many provocateurs and

facilitators to reinforce the power of bullies over the survivors.

5.7 Spectacular bullying

For all the survivors, the recording and posting onto social media of their physical bullying
experiences caused deep distress, sadness, and feelings of humiliation. These feelings were
evident in the changes in tone and long pauses during the interviews. A core source of their
distress was the fact that the video seemed to function for others as entertainment. As Priya

relayed:

It’s more about entertainment than concern and worry. Everyone rushes to the usual
meeting site after school where the fights happen. They don’t stop to question why

it’s taking place ... everyone just crowds around like it’s fun.

Jason shared a similar observation:

The learners are so excited ... it’s entertaining for them, that’s why most kids take out

their phones and video ... no one separates ... you are in a ring and the fight starts.
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Siya indicated that physical bullying was an established and common occurrence in his

school. For example:

Everyone makes a circle. This blocks parents and teachers from getting through to
separate the fight. By the time they do, the fight is over. Planning such fights also
starts from social media where threats and details for meeting places for the fights

take place.

These perspectives illuminate the collective participation of fellow learners in the bullying
experience. For the perpetrator, an entertained engaged audience can serve to condone or
endorse the act of bullying and at the same time raises the risk of future victimisation and the
continuance of bullying for the survivor. The bullying incidents thus seem to become
spectacles for others which function to entertain the crowd. Most observers engage with
bullying incidents as spectacles for their enjoyment rather than expressions of violence and
cruelty. Thus, their engagement encourages perpetrators and supports the continuance of the
bullying rather than helping survivors and preventing further incidents. The posting online of
videos of the bullying incidents reinforced the interpretation of bullying as spectacles for

consumption by further encouraging observation of the incident for entertainment.

Understanding the role of spectacle in bullying illuminates many insights into survivor
experiences: firstly, bullying, in either physical or cyber space, is a representation of
violence; secondly, cyber space plays a significant role in exposing the act of physical
bullying; thirdly, bullying incidents generate a massified experience in which a single
individual is bullied, but online, the audience and its participation is limitless; and, lastly, the

visual presentation of the bullying act intensifies the bullying for survivors.

The multiple perspectives shared by the survivors expose key concerns about the act of
posting physical bullying on social media. In particular, survivors were concerned about how
the visuals would be interpreted by others and the impact their exposure to a wide audience

would have on their own identity and self-image.
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These concerns introduced two further sub-themes: (1) the proficiency of the visual
representation and (2) the bullying spectacle as a normalised experience. These sub-themes

are discussed below.

5.7.1 Visual representation

Teejay emphasised how important visual representations depicting acts of physical bullying
in the form of videos and photographs were when it came to supporting claims made about
what happened, although they often did not work in favour of the survivor. Accordingly,
Priya said that video clips of physical bullying ought to be seen as detrimental because, rather
than being used as evidence to convict perpetrators, they create a cesspool of negativity and,
in many cases, lead to further incidents of bullying. Priya added that ... posting photographs

is quite common, but posting videos of fights creates a lot of hype with the learners”.

Jason viewed the second edited video-clip as his most humiliating experience as he said: “...
I could only think of how people watched the video and laughed at me”. It was evident from
his response that manipulation of the visuals to cause further humiliation was possible.
Jason’s comments also supported the notion that the general motivation behind recording
physical fights and posting them online was for the sole purpose of causing “the victim to re-

experience the incident”.

Byron commented as follows about his experience: “When I watched myself in the video, I
thought I was in an action movie”. He was shocked to find that when he did a Google search
to find the video clip, it appeared “on top of the list” and was clearly receiving a great deal of

online attention.

In each case, the comments of the survivors reflect that the transfer of the original bullying

experience into cyber space through visual representation functioned to increase the pain and
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humiliation they were already suffering and to encourage more conflict, either in the physical

or cyber space, or both spaces simultaneously.

5.7.2 Normalised experience

In many respects, survivors suggested that their bullying incidents garnered significant
mainstream support and were normalised as experiences, especially by their peers.

Commonalities emanating from the stories of survivors corroborate this claim.

For instance, Priya said “... mine were never quiet ones ... everyone knew about it, was
excited, and waited for a fight to happen”. Teejay described the bullying as “nothing unusual
... I saw on social media, that people were talking about it through group chats” and said, ...
they are numb to it now ... they know the drill”. Jason noted that “... no one separates [the
participants in] the fights”. He said the participation of peers as audience was common. “... I
didn’t expect an audience to be standing there as I am walking home ... but they are, standing

with their phones ... it’s like an arena and you’re in a ring. It’s pretty normal so I wasn’t
shocked!”

All the survivors listed concepts of incitement, entertainment, audience participation, the
circulation (viewing, sharing, and commenting on content) as significant and common
features of the bullying as a spectacle. These were actions that encompassed and
accompanied the process of the physical bullying act and its transfer into cyber space. The
survivors all showed an overwhelming awareness of an actively engaged audience and of the

process of their bullying incident emerging as a spectacle.

The notion of the bullying incident as spectacle explains, in part, the normalisation of the
bullying practice. As a spectacle, bullying became a normalised experience in school
environments — spectacles that were part of day-to-day school life. Such normalisation

precludes any deeper, substantive, or meaningful reflection which might lead to intervention
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or help to mitigate survivors’ experiences. Regarding bullying as a normalised experience
and as a spectacle forms a critical component of bullying in physical and cyber space. I return

to this concept of the spectacle in Chapter nine.

5.8 Consequences for self-image

The survivors all showed an understanding of the negative impact their respective
experiences had on their self-image, which was largely facilitated by social media. They
pointed to a bi-directional loop between the bullying carried out in physical and cyber space
in which the portrayal of survivors in the physical bullying act was transferred to a specific
image of them on social media which further reinforced the same image of them in physical
space. This loop compounded the negative image of them in both physical and cyber space.
The survivors were particularly disheartened because they felt that the image of them
portrayed through social media was not an accurate reflection of who they were or how they

understood themselves.

This was strongly reflected in Siya’s concern about footage and photographs that appeared on

the internet of him in his bloodied school shirt.

... With the video being spread and photographs and news articles of me [my
concern] was what people are going to say and think of me ... I would rather be called

any sort of name for the rest of my life than to have this sort of image on the internet.

Teejay also expressed strong views about the image of him used on social media and said:

The video showing me throwing punches around ... it’s not who [ am ... but even in
self-defense, you are going to be resented, nonetheless. People, friends, family all

hear of it and I hated the image it was creating of me.
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As a result of their experiences, some of the survivors expressed awareness of the potentially
negative and destructive nature of social media. Jason mentioned that his experiences in
cyber space “magnified the darker side of social media used to destroy a person”. Many of
the survivors claimed that social media also had a negative impact when it came to self-

image. Teejay for instance, said:

Even though so many people witnessed and knew of my experience ... social media
showed me a really cruel side ... the same witnesses were clueless how social media

was persecuting me.

The inability to exercise control over one’s self-image, due to negative and/or destructive
social media representations, was acutely felt by the survivors, with consequences for their

relationships with themselves and others in physical spaces as well.

Siya felt that having an image on the internet of himself with his bloodied school shirt
portrayed him as someone who enjoyed fighting, was disruptive at school, and was a
troublemaker. He said that anyone that comes across his image on the internet will not know
the background story or what led up to the incident. “I am not happy this is out there. It paints

a bad picture for my school because this is not the school’s first incident. It is ongoing”.

5.9 Inadequate school responses

As the survivors detailed their experiences, the lack of appropriate responses from schools in
handling and managing the experiences of survivors or the actual bullying incident itself

became apparent.
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Teejay, for instance, highlighted his teacher’s awareness of the potential for the physical fight
which eventually took place as the minor altercations and exchange of threats that led up to

the fight took place in the classroom in the presence of the teacher. According to Teejay,

... the teacher just sort of ignored the whole thing, yet he could have made sure that
the perpetrator was escorted back to the boarding establishment with a prefect as the

exam session just ended.

Teejay said he became overwhelmed when he got home and, as he reflected on the build-up
to the fight after having himself watched the video, he decided to go back to school

immediately to provide his version of what took place.

I went back to school that same day to hand in my statement to the head of discipline.
The teachers were nowhere to be seen, even the one who was aware that a fight [had
been] likely to take place. The video of the incident was already circulating rapidly,

going viral.

Teejay said that the school never responded to the incident.

I was not allowed to even give my side of the story. Actually, I was not really listened
to ... no punishment got dealt out ... no suspension, no detention ... I transferred to

another school feeling utterly disappointed and heart broken.

When questioned about the general role of teachers dealing with his experience, Teejay said:
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Yes, of course, teachers play a very big role. They sort of have the biggest influences
on this sort of thing. It may not be part of their job per se to manage social media and

cyber bullying but it has become part of the everyday life of their learners.

Similarly, Jason felt that his concern about the school’s lack of management of his experience
was well-founded. He argued that he and his family were surprised that the school refused to
report the matter to the police since the incident involved an attack by a parent on a learner.
Jason became despondent as he said that ... the school said they will not get involved

because the incident took place outside the school property”.

Byron presented a broader understanding of school violence, relating it to drugs, gangs and
persons who promote and instigate violence. He explained that some gang members, who
have no relation to the school, cause fights outside the school with some learners. He claimed
that this is a common occurrence in many schools because many learners are drug-users and

are associated with drug peddlers.

It may not be the responsibility of teachers to get involved in dangerous situations like
drugs and gangs but learners are doing drugs. Teachers shouldn’t deny or ignore
something important. They need to seriously listen to their learners and allow them to
report instances or suspicions of fights between learners and peddlers ... because

others are aware of what’s happening ...

In many instances, the survivors offered plausible suggestions for how schools and their

teachers could better respond to bullying incidents.

Priya’s comments suggested she felt let down by the school system. She said: “The school
was very much treating me like a suspect ... it was just horrible” and “I felt robbed of a

conversation, of saying the full story”.
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All the survivors continued through the rest of their schooling without having their matters

constructively resolved or obtaining any sense of closure or justice.

5.10 The nature of physical and cyber bullying in survivors’ stories

Listening to the testimonies of the survivors, I realised that a click of a button is all it takes to
change someone’s life dramatically. In the instant that the video clip or image is uploaded to

social media, it takes on an entirely new life.

It may start with a physical action, or any of the combination of methods or techniques that
fall under the broad definition of what constitutes traditional bullying, but for many of the
survivors the uploading and sharing of the content on social media resulted in sustained
injury. Every new view, comment, and share had a multiplier effect on the pain, suffering,

and humiliation experienced.

My study aimed, in part, to deepen empathy for the survivors’ experiences and to develop a
nuanced understanding of the nature of the multiple dimensions of extension that give rise to
what I call extended bullying in this study. While I unpack this conceptualisation of extended
bullying fully in chapter nine, I provide a brief introduction to this concept here as it emerged

from Phase one data analysis and reflections.

5.11 A new conceptualisation of the phenomenon of extended bullying

The conceptualisation of the phenomenon of extended bullying is derived from the findings
of the research in Phase one. My initial interest, that gave rise to this study, was based on the
increasing rate of bullying content finding its way to social media and the various news

media reports on this.
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Although there is growing research on “cyber bullying” there is a scarcity of scholarly
attention on understanding the nuances involved in the form of bullying described by
survivors in Phase one. More importantly, a review of the literature revealed very little
emotional texture in definitions. The closest definition to the phenomenon emerging in Phase
one is called “picture/video-clip bullying” (Vanden Abeele et al., 2017, p. 70). These
definitions tend to be too restrictive in terms of accounting for the understandings emerging

from Phase one of the action research process.

Phase one provided the first in depth examination of young adult survivors lived and
subjective experiences. Listening to their stories, I got to understand how their feelings of
pain, humiliation, and suffering changed as the extensions from traditional bullying unfolded
in the digital realm. This provided deeper insights into their personal experiences and the
concepts that needed to be explored in seeking stronger research outcomes and more nuanced

conceptualisation of the phenomenon which could inform impactful interventions.

A conceptualisation, according to Davis, Reich, and James (2014), is essential for the success
of any cyber bullying research that encompasses a school-based intervention. The
conceptualisation of extended bullying creates the pedagogical space for the design of an

appropriate intervention, which formed an integral component of this study.

5.12 Four dimensions of extension

From Phase one, it became apparent very early in the study that there are four important
dimensions along which bullying is extended. Furthermore, the interlocking of these
dimensions exacerbates the impact of the bullying and extends the suffering of those targeted.
I call this “extended bullying”, a term that acknowledges the multi-faceted nature of the
phenomenon, the different ways (dimensions) in which it is extended, and the growing

negative consequences of such expansion.
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An operational definition that I offer of extended bullying at this phase of the action research

study is:

Extended bullying occurs when an incident of traditional bullying occurring in a
physical space is video recorded, distributed via social media, and given a presence in
cyber space. The unfolding of this phenomenon may see it move between physical
and cyber spaces as it extends along spatial, content, participant, and temporal
dimensions while aggravating psychosocial impacts such as pain, fear, loneliness,

poor self-image, and feelings of dehumanisation for those affected.

Each dimension of extended bullying is named and briefly described below:

e Spatial dimension: refers to the ways in which the initial incident, which occurs in a
physical space, spreads or extends to cyber space. This also captures the movement
between these spaces as the bullying spectacle unfolds.

e Content dimension: refers to the production, subsequent sharing of the content, and all
further modifications of content thereafter.

e Participant dimension: refers not only to the initial perpetrators but everyone who
views, reacts, and modifies the content on social media as well. This extension of
participants creates the risk for survivors of new aggressors. The extension of
participants also captures the many people, like family and friends, around the
survivor who are likewise drawn into a circle of suffering. Bystanders may likewise
be considered part of this extension of participants.

e Temporal dimension: refers to the ways in which the original bullying expands in
time due to its cyber character. This extension is about the new longevity of the

bullying content on social media.

It became clear from the stories of survivors that each of these dimensions of extension do
not exist in isolation but are continually interlocking with each other, creating complex
psycho-social impacts that include poor self-image and identity, fear, loneliness, pain, and

feelings of dehumanisation.
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I have briefly set out the dimensions and aspects of experiences of extended bullying above
in order to use the term extended bullying in the remainder of this thesis. However, a fuller
discussion and theorisation of extended bullying as an original contribution of this study, are

provided in Chapter nine.

5.13 Preparation for Phase two

As expected in action research, the interview data precipitated a range of further questions.
As outlined by Riel (2019), it is beneficial for an action researcher to ask questions to
maintain a “deep sustained inquiry” when engaging with the data. In addition, following
Ahmed's (2018) guidelines on action research data analysis, I asked the following questions

to help inform my design of Phase two:

a) What was surprising about the data?

b) Which important issues most clearly informed the data?

c) Is the data generating new and interesting questions, perspectives, ideas, or concepts?
d) Is the data supporting a move towards additional data generation and/or the need to

take action?

During this time a series of more focused questions unfolded which helped inform and frame

the design of Phase two. The questions were as follows:

a) Are there ways of generating actions or solutions in partnership with survivors?

b) With whom do I want to share survivor experiences?

c) Who is likely to deepen, expand, and share information on the experiences of
survivors?

d) What would be the best way to convey this extended bullying experience, and/or

develop lessons from it?
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e) Does the data illuminate the potential for developing an intervention?

In assessing learning and teaching materials that would best help to deepen an understanding
of extended bullying and generate responses to it, [ used Braun and Clarke's (2016) thematic
analysis which is supportive of promoting a “giving voice approach” (p. 7) that reflects
reality and allows for “ongoing reflexive dialogue” (p. 9). These characteristics became key
features in the planning of Phase two. In the development of learning and teaching materials,

I considered the following:

a) The lived experiences of survivors;

b) the need for better ways of responding to, addressing, and teaching about extended
bullying in contemporary times;

c) the need for learning and teaching materials and activities that encompass survivor
voice, reflect lived reality, and support dialogic engagement; and

d) the need for the development of an intervention to mitigate extended bullying

experiences.

5.14 Conclusion

This chapter drew attention to the experiences of survivors of bullying in both physical and
cyber space. It was noted that there are multiple ways to bully, and that technology supports
the power dynamics at play in bullying practices to facilitate oppression. Several themes and
sub-themes emerged from the stories shared in Phase one leading to the conceptualisation of
the phenomenon of extended bullying. While Phase one of the action research design was
exploratory, interviewing survivors about their lived experiences became the foundation from
which the next phase of the research design grew. The stories shared by the survivors were
compelling and demonstrated that their experiences bore significance and required attention.

The next chapter focuses on the youth collaborative workshop in Phase two.
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CHAPTER SIX: PHASE TWO - YOUTH COLLABORATIVE WORKSHOP

6.1 Introduction

The phenomenon of extended bullying was identified and briefly conceptualised in Phase
one. While Phase one was exploratory, the outcomes and conceptualisation of extended
bullying incorporated the four features of action research, namely: plan; act; observe; and
reflect (McNiff, 2013), which helped me design appropriate data generation activities for
Phase two. Adopting this approach opened possibilities for the development of an educational
resource that could serve as a practical intervention for addressing extended bullying among
high schoo