The Role of Gender in Young Children’s Teasing and

Bullying Behavior

ecause of its serious nature and potential harm

(both short- and long-term) to children, there

hasbeen a growing interest in studying the phe-
nomenon of teasing and bullying. Researchers and edu-
cators alike agree that bullying can create a climate of
fear that negatively affects teachers’ ability to teach and
children’s ability to learn (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a,
1996b; Olweus, 1993; Ross, 1996; Turkel & Eth, 1990).
Much of the research, however, has been conducted
through the use of self-reports that are most appropri-
ate for use with upper elementary and older students.
The manner in which teasing and bullying are mani-
fested in the early elementary classroom has not been
fully examined. Also, while gender differences in re-
gard to bullying have been reported (Olweus, 1993;
Ross, 1996), the role of gender in such behavior—espe-
cially in young children—has not been a focus.

The study reported in this article! was undertaken in
order to better understand the roots of teasing and bul-
lying and to specifically explore the role of gender in
this behavior when children’s emerging understanding
of gender roles is being constructed (Kohlberg, 1966).
The study examines the role that gender plays in teas-
ing and bullying behavior in children ages five through
eight in school settings. In addition, it explores the criti-
cal question of how teachers respond to this behaviorin
young children and what messages children may re-
ceive from those responses.

The focus of this study was on the phenomenon of
teasing and bullying in school settings, not on individ-
ual children’s behavior. Teasing and bullying behavior
was defined as any incident in which a child or children
initiated direct and unprovoked physical and / or verbal
behaviors to intimidate, make fun of, exclude, or inter-
fere with what another child or children were doing. In
order to be age appropriate, the methodology incorpo-
rated observational data in addition to self-reports. In
one of the four schools where we continued working af-
ter the research study was completed, staff and parent
surveys were also conducted.

The study explored the following questions: (1)
What role does gender play in teasing and bullying in
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early elementary (K-3) classrooms? (2) How do teachers
and other adults respond to teasing and bullying when
they occur? (3) What are children’s perceptions about the
role of gender in recollected incidents of teasing and bully-
ing? (4) What are the implications for curriculum in the
early elementary grades?

RELATED LITERATURE

A substantial body of research? has been conducted on
teasing and bullying in Europe (Ahmad & Smith, 1994;
Corbett, Gentry, & Pearson, 1993; Mooney, Creeser, &
Blatchford, 1991; Olweus, 1993; Rigby & Slee, 1991; Whit-
ney & Smith, 1993), Canada (Charach, Pepler, & Ziegler,
1995), and the United States (Hazler; Hoover, & Oliver,
1991; Hoover, Oliver, & Thomson, 1993), There is evidence
that at least 15 percent of all children areinvolved in bully-
ing incidents at some point in elementary and junior high
school (Olweus, 1993). School is without doubt where
most bullying occurs, and at school most bullying hap-
pens in locations where there is less adult supervision (Ol-
weus, 1993). ‘

Teachers’ attitudes and behaviors play a major role in
determining the extent of teasing and bullying in a class-
room or school (Olweus, 1994). While the literature docu-
menting this behavior is not extensive, the information
that does exist suggests that teachers fail to intervene in
ways that would be helpful to students. Teachers and aides
are often amused by sexual teasing behavior (Thorne &
Luria, 1986), or condone and trivialize it (Stein, 1995), and
students report that teachers do relatively little to put a
stop to it (Olweus, 1993).

Inregard to gender differences, Ross reports that one of
the most consistent findings throughout the literature con-
cerns the higher incidence of bullying in boys than in girls
(1996, p. 34). Boys are more frequently victims of physical
violence and other overt, direct forms of bullying. Girls,
however, experience more covert and indirect forms of
bullying such as social isolation and intentional exclusion
from a group (Olweus, 1993).

While there is not a body of research investigating teas-
ing and bullying at the early childhood level, there is

48 Equity & Excellence in Education » Vol. 33, No. 1



|

research on sex differences in aggressive behavior that pre-
dates the more recent interest in teasing and bullying. This
literature is in agreement with the research on teasing and
bullying in its finding that aggressive behavior is more
prevalent among boys (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Parke &
Slaby, 1983). More recently, Bjorkqvist (1994) argues that
when indirect aggression (e.g., social isolation and exclu-
sion) is taken into account, it is inaccurate to claim that
boys are more aggressive than girls.

A prevailing definition of bullying is exposure to nega-
tive actions (words, physical contact, making faces, ges-
turing, or intentional exclusion from a group) on the part
of one or more other students, repeatedly and over time
(Olweus, 1993). The harmful effects of this kind of bullying
have been documented and include feelings of loneliness,
school maladjustment, drops in grades, chronic illness,
and, in the extreme, suicide (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996a,
1996b; Olweus, 1993; Ross, 1996; Turkel & Eth, 1990). Re-
searchers also feel that children can be harmed by occa-
sional incidents of bullying (Stephenson & Smith, 1989;
Tattum, 1989). Another factor involves a physical or psy-
chological imbalance of power (Ross, 1996). However,
Smith and Thompson (1991) found that children do not re-
quire that there be an imbalance of power in order to de-
fine it as bullying.

Informed by the research on teasing and bullying with
older students, and gender differences in aggressive be-
havior among younger children, we planned a study that
would use direct observations to focus on the role of gen-
der in young children’s teasing and bullying behavior.

METHOD

The current study was undertaken with a broad opera-
tional definition of teasing and bullying. As stated earlier,
for our purposes, teasing and bullying was any incident in
which a child or children initiated direct and unprovoked
physical and/or verbal behaviors to intimidate, make fun
of, exclude, or interfere with what another child or chil-
dren were doing. This definition, which does not distin-
guish teasing from bullying, was selected intentionally to
avoid forcing observers to make on-the-spot judgments
about subtle distinctions in behavior. Furthermore, we re-
gard teasing and bullying as milder and more severe forms
of behaviors existing along the same continuum. Because
the focus of this study is on incidents rather than individ-
ual children, it seems plausible that an incident can be per-
ceived as teasing or bullying regardless of whether the
recipient has been teased or bullied before. We chose,
therefore, to accept a definition in which a single isolated
incident as well as episodic, frequent, and continual inci-
dents could be included.

In our investigation we documented the gender of ini-
tiators and recipients involved in incidents of teasing and
bullying; whether the children’s behavior was physical,
verbal, or a combination of both; and the responses of the
teachers and other adults present. We made special note

when, in the process of teasing and bullying, explicit
reference was made to gender and/or explicit reference
was made to sex or sexuality.

The study was designed to look at the phenomenon
of teasing and bullying within the school setting in a
naturalistic way. Direct observations in grades K-3
were aimed at documenting such incidents as they oc-
curred, in order to later examine their gender content
rather than focusing on individual pathology; that is,
identifying individual children who repeatedly pro-
voke incidents and following these children exclu-
sively. It also examined the perceptions of children and
adults about teasing and bullying and the role that gen-
der plays.

Four primary objectives of the study were: (1) To ex-
amine the gender content of teasing and bullying, spe-
cifically at the early childhood level (grades K-3)
through direct observations; (2) To document how
teachers and other adults respond to teasing and bully-
ing; (3) To examine the gender content of children’s rec-
ollections about incidents of teasing and bullying as
well as their perceptions about teacher involvement;
and (4) To consider the implications for curriculum de-
velopment as well as teacher training, parent educa-
tion, and schoolwide policy.

Data Sources

We realize that, in addition to gender, there are other
perceived differences that can be important factors in
teasing and bullying such as race, ethnicity, socioeco-
nomic class, disability, language, immigrant status, and
religion. Even though these factors were not the focus of
our study, we wanted to include a diverse population of
children without associating teasing and bullying be-
havior with any particular group.

The four schools included in the study were in two
different geographic locations. One was an urban pub-
licelementary school with a racially, culturally, and eco-
nomically diverse student population and an almost
equal mix of African American, Latino/Latina, and
Caucasian students. The three other schools were lo-
cated in a large, suburban school system with an eco-
nomically mixed population that was predominantly
Caucasian but with a substantial percentage of Portu-
guese and Hispanic people whose first language was
not English. In both locations, children with disabilities
were integrated into general classrooms.

Observations were conducted in a total of 25 class-
rooms in the four schools. Six kindergarten, second-
and third-grade classrooms and seven first-grade class-
rooms were included. In each classroom, there was an
almost equal number of boys and girls. The teachers
and other adults present when the observations oc-
curred represented the gender division typically found
in elementary schools. Eighty-four percent were female
and 16 percent were male.
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Individual interviews were conducted with a mini-
mum of three children from each of the classrooms in-
cluded in the study. This was done in order to examine
the relationship between what was observed and chil-
dren’s perceptions about teasing and bullying and the
role that teachers play in these events. Children were se-
lected in order to achieve a representative and balanced
sample and to achieve as much diversity as possible;
that is, to select initiators and recipients from the ob-
served incidents, to include an equal number of boys
and girls, and to reflect the racial /ethnic diversity of the
classroom. In the urban school, staff and parents were
asked to respond to surveys on the phenomenon of
teasing and bullying. In order to guarantee confidenti-
ality, responses were anonymous.

Procedures

Aracially and ethnically diverse team of research as-
sistants, all of whom were female, were trained to con-
duct the observational phase of the study and to
conduct individual interviews with a sample of chil-
dren from the classes in which children were observed.

The observation protocol, developed during an ear-
lier pilot phase of the study, was used to train the ob-
servers prior to actual data collection. In the training
sessions, the observers watched videotaped early child-
hood classroom episodes that included incidents of
teasing and bullying. They then wrote detailed objec-
tive descriptions of what they saw and used the coding
categories in the observation protocol to analyze their
notes in regard to the content of incidents of teasing and
bullying. At the end of this process, the coding catego-
ries were discussed and any points of disagreement
were resolved through consensus.

During the data collection phase of the study, each
class was observed twice in order to document inci-
dents of teasing and bullying throughout the school
day. On one day, observers began when children ar-
rived in the morning and continued until they arrived
in the location where they would eat lunch. On a sepa-
rate day, they began as children congregated in the
lunch location to go to recess, which typically occurred
in the outdoor playground except during inclement
weather, and continued back in the classroom until dis-
missal. This made it possible to observe and document
incidents that occurred in settings besides the class-
room, for example, in hallways, in the cafeteria, on the
playground. Observers were trained to be as unobtru-
sive as possible in order to minimize any effect their
presence might have. It is our experience that, while
young children may notice an observer on first arrival,
over the course of time children go back to behaving as
they would if the observer were not present.

The protocol called for the observers to alternate be-
tween two observation methods, the child sample and
the event sample. In the child sample method, an

individual child was observed for 15 minutes and detailed
objective notes were written regarding the physical and
verbal behavior of that child and anyone who interacted
with the child during that time period. Observers were in-
structed to alternately select boys and girls and to reflect
the racial/ethnic diversity of the classroom in their selec-
tion. In the event sample method, the observer watched
the class for a thirty-minute period and recorded in as
much detail as possible the physical and verbal behavior
of initiators, recipients, and adults for each incident of
teasing and bullying that occurred.

The child sample method was included to ensure objec-
tivity in obtaining a balanced sampling of boys and girls.
The event sample method was included in order to be sure
to capture incidents of teasing and bullying that might not
involve children being followed during the child sample
observations.

All incidents that fit the working definition of teasing
and bullying were coded by the observers as soon as possi-
ble after the observation period was finished. The coding
categories, developed during the pilot phase of the study;,
focused on salient information including: the gender of ini-
tiators and recipients; the nature of the behavior of all those
involved (physical and/or verbal; gender explicit and/or
sexual); and the responses, if any, of the teachers and other
adults present (ignore or remain otherwise uninvolved; be-
come involved in some way, e.g., mediate, punish).

Inter-observer reliability was examined. Two pairs of
observers went to the field and simultaneously observed
in the same classrooms. They recorded and coded their
notes without consultation in order to obtain some, al-
though limited, information about inter-observer reliabil-
ity. For each pair, one event sample and one child sample
recorded during simultaneous time frames were ana-
lyzed. For each method of observing, both pairs independ-
ently recorded exactly the same incidents. The rate of
agreement between the two observers, when they inde-
pendently coded their own notes of the same incidents,
was 92 percent.

Inter-rater reliability was also established on a random
sample of 10 percent of the incidents of teasing and bully-
ing that were included in the data analysis. The sample
size and number of items coded in that sample provided a
confidence level of 95 percent that inter-rater reliability on
the entire sample would be no lower than 88 percent. The
field notes of the observer were coded by a second coder,
who had not observed the recorded incident. The rate of
agreement between the observer and the second coder
was 91 percent.

The interviews with children were conducted in loca-
tions within or outside the classroom that would afford a
sense of privacy. Children were reassured that there were
no right or wrong answers to the questions and that their
responses would be kept private. The interviews began
with an open-ended question, “What kinds of things do
kids do to other kids in your school?” If the response did
not describe an incident of teasing and bullying, the child
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