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Abstract

The purpose of this qualitative study is to compare the perceptions and feelings of bullying behavior between general and special education students through the use of an online discussion group and personal interviews. Both groups of students will respond to writing prompts in an online discussion group format and will participate in personal interviews. Anticipated results and implications of the study will be discussed.

Comparing thoughts on bullying in school:

Is it the same between students in general education and special education?

Qualitative Research Design

With the rise of technology in society and within the school environment it is no wonder that “online discussion is quickly becoming an important part of the educational environment” (Mitchem, Fitzgerald, Hollingsead, Koury, Miller, & Tsai, 2008, p. 332). Through the use of technology students are able to access more information quicker then past generations. With the use of technology such as text messaging, electronic mail, Blogs, chat rooms, and online discussion groups’ students are able to access and contribute information on a real-time basis. Through these mediums students can share their thoughts and feelings anonymously or publicly with little fear of receiving a consequence.

Unfortunately, students are still bullied in person or through the Internet. In a study conducted by Bauman and Del Rio (2005) they estimated that approximately 3.2 million children in the United States are bullied on an annual basis. A review of the literature reveals that many studies have been conducted on special education students who have reported being bullied or bully due to emotional behavior or conduct disorders. In addition, several international studies have examined the views of bullying from the teacher’s perspective. Unfortunately, there is very little research comparing the perception and feelings of bullying between general and special education students. The purpose of this research study is to determine:

1. Is there a difference in perception, thought, and feelings about bullying between students in general education and special education?

2. With which medium do the students reveal more about bullying: online discussion or personal interview? 

3. Which group of students revealed more about bullying in general?

Method

Participants and Setting


The participants will be secondary general education and special education students from a suburban high school in the Mid-Atlantic region. All the students will be freshman through seniors, between the ages of 14 and 19-years-old, male and female, and with various ethnic backgrounds. The students receiving special education services will have a classification of an emotional disturbance and/or a specific learning disability as indicated on their Individual Education Plans (IEP). 

The research study will take place at a public school in a suburban community in the Mid-Atlantic Region. A classroom with computers will be provided for the participants to engage in the intervention. In the classroom the students will be able to access the computers and the Internet to contribute their thoughts to an online discussion forum. The students will also have the option of contributing to the online discussion forum from home during after-school hours.

Data Sources


The study will collect data from two sources. The first data source will be student responses to questions posted on a secure blackboard website. The researcher will create a discussion forum on a secure blackboard website and post weekly questions that both sets of students will respond to. The students will also have the option to post their own questions, and respond to questions posted by other students. The students will also have the ability to post their responses publicly for everyone in the study to read or privately for just the researcher to read. The second data source will be responses to personal open-ended interviews, which will be conducted by the researcher. The open-ended interview questions will be about the topic of bullying and contain questions related to the participation of the online discussion forum.

Materials


The students will be provided with adequate technology, equipment, and time to respond to each weekly writing prompt in the online discussion forum. The Blackboard Learning System, which is an online tool that is used to teach academic courses through the Internet for high school and college age students, will be used in this study by hosting the online discussion forum. Within the Blackboard Learning System, a teacher or researcher can create an online class with a group of students. Through the class feature of the Blackboard Learning System, the teacher/researcher can create a discussion forum that the students can access. The purpose of the discussion forum feature is to simulate a “classroom” discussion online. The teacher or a student can post a question and everyone in the class has the ability to respond to the question by typing a response and posting it for the group to read. Listed below are five sample questions that will be used as writing prompts for the online discussion questions.

1. Have you ever been bullied by a person or group of persons while at school? If yes, please describe the situation.

2. Can you describe the difference between emotional and physical bullying?

3. How do you feel about yourself when you are bullied or bullying an individual?

4. What do you think a bully is trying to accomplish in his or her attempts at bullying?

5. What type of consequence should a bully receive for his or her actions?

Procedures


After obtaining permission from the university and public school system human subject research boards, the researcher will begin the research study. The researcher will randomly choose 10-20 general education and 10-20 special education students to participate in the study. Each group will contain the same amount of students. At separate times each group will report to a designated classroom to be instructed on how to log into the secure blackboard website to access the discussion group. The researcher will instruct the students on how to log into the website, access the discussion forum, post a response to a question publicly and privately, and post a question for discussion. To ensure safety and anonymity the students will be given a user name that will consist of the word “student” and a number (e.g. student1, student2)


At the conclusion of the training session the students will have thirty minutes to respond to the first question posted by the researcher. Once the initial training session is completed the students will be asked to check the Blackboard Learning System website on a daily basis to read the public postings and respond to any new comments posted. A new question will be posted every Monday concerning the topic of bullying. The students are only required to respond to questions posted by the researcher. It is optional if they want to post additional comments throughout the week. The students will react and respond to the discussion for six weeks. 

At the conclusion of the six-week discussion the researcher will compile the data from the online discussion about bullying and develop interview questions for the students. The open-ended interview questions will contain general questions about bullying, but the researcher will have the option of exploring the answers further if necessary. A few questions will also ask about the comfortability, openness, and convenience of using the online discussion forum format. The purpose of the follow-up interview is to gather corroborating evidence through the use of data triangulation.

Data Analysis

At the conclusion of the student interviews, the researcher will combine all of the data sources and begin the process of transcribing the data. Once the data is transcribed the researcher will read through all of the data and begin coding the data. Through the coding process the researcher will strive to make sense of the data and divide the information into segments or related groups. The researcher will then continue the process of narrowing the data down to a few themes reducing the redundancy of the codes. Ultimately, the researcher will narrow that data down to five or six themes that should answer the proposed research questions.


To ensure the validity of the data the researcher will utilize peer debriefers and external auditors to provide critical feedback, analysis, and interpretations of the finds compared to the researcher’s findings (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & Richardson, 2005). The researcher will maintain an audit trail of the interviews that were conducted during the study and electronic and hard copies of the online discussion forum to provide proof of the data. Lastly, the researcher will provide detailed descriptions of the findings to provide evidence for the conclusion of the findings. 

The study is socially valid because all students, general and special education, face bullying throughout their educational career. With the results from this study school administrator, counselors, and teachers will be better able to help students who bully and are bullied. Increasing the school’s awareness of how both groups of students perceive bullying will help create a safer school environment, prompt better social behavior, and increase student performances. Through the online discussion and open-ended interview questions the students will be asked if they had learned or changed their perceptions about bullying from the beginning to the end of the study. Their responses and analysis of the data will gauge the social validity of the research study. 

Anticipated Results

The proposed research study will examine the perceptions and thoughts of general and special education students about bullying behaviors. Through the use of an anonymous online discussion website the researcher hopes to get candid and honest answers about students’ reactions and feelings about being bullied or bullying. With this data the researcher will be able to examine if there are common themes that both set of students experience, or if one group of students experiences bullying differently. Through personal interviews the researcher will be able to determine if students reveal more through the online discussion forum or through personal conversation. With all of the combined data the researcher will determine which group of students revealed more about bullying and the most important factors related to bullying. In the end the researcher hopes to answer the three proposed questions at the beginning of the method section.
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