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1. Introduction 

 
This report shares the outcomes of focus groups that the Inspectorate of the Department 
of Education carried out with primary pupils and post-primary students in a small sample 
of schools in February and March 2022. The purpose of the focus groups was to gather 
pupils’ and students’ views on the actions taken by their schools to prevent and tackle 
bullying. 
 
Approximately 100 primary pupils and 120 post-primary students participated in the 
focus groups. Volunteer participants were drawn from five primary and five post-primary 
schools of varying profiles. They included schools that were English-medium, Irish-
medium, rural and urban, small and large, single sex and co-educational, schools 
participating in the Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) initiative and 
schools with different patronage bodies. 
 
This is the second report on this theme published by the Inspectorate in 2022. A 
previous report focuses on the implementation of anti-bullying measures in primary and 
post-primary schools based on information gathered through engagement with principals 
during incidental inspections of primary, post-primary and special schools during 
September to November 2021.1  
  
 
 
 

                                                   

 

1 Inspectorate, Department of Education (2022): Report on the implementation of aspects of anti-bullying 
measures in schools. Available at  https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/93c45-report-on-the-implementation-of-
aspects-of-anti-bullying-measures-in-schools/  
 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/93c45-report-on-the-implementation-of-aspects-of-anti-bullying-measures-in-schools/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/93c45-report-on-the-implementation-of-aspects-of-anti-bullying-measures-in-schools/
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2. Methodology  

2.1 Project background 

The purpose of convening focus groups between February 2022 and March 2022 was to 
elicit the views of primary pupils and post-primary students on the actions being taken 
by their schools to prevent and tackle bullying. This engagement with pupils and 
students was informed by the Lundy Model of Child Participation and its four elements2: 
 

 Space: Children must be given safe, inclusive opportunities to form and express 

their view 

 Voice: Children must be facilitated to express their view 

 Audience: The view must be listened to  

 Influence: The view must be acted upon, as appropriate 

 

The inspectors assigned to design, conduct and report on the focus groups received 

training from the Inspectorate’s in-house Student Participation team.3 The engagement 

with pupils and students was also informed by the Participation Framework - National 

Framework for Children’s and Young People’s Participation in Decision-making 4 and the 

TUSLA Child and Youth Participation Toolkit.5  

2.2 Design phase 

Two class-based focus groups were conducted in each primary school. Fourth and sixth 

class pupils were the primary pupil target groups. Three year-based focus groups were 

carried out in each post-primary school. Second, third and fifth year students were the 

post-primary target groups. 

In line with best practice for working with children and young people, and in recognition 

of their right to choose to participate or not, schools were requested to ensure that both 

pupil/student assent and parental/guardian consent were received in advance of 

meetings. It was made clear to pupils/students and their parents that pupils/students had 

the option of discontinuing their participation in the focus groups at any time during the 

process. In addition, each participating school was requested to inform its board of 

                                                   

 

2 See https://hubnanog.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/5611-Hub_na_nOg-LundyModel.pdf 
3 The remit of this “Student Participation” team of inspectors is to lead action on part of Goal 2 of the 
Inspectorate’s Strategic Plan 2021-2024, “Enhance the voice of children and young people in our evaluation 
models and in our policy development.” See https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f80b8-inspectorate-strategic-
plan-2021-2024/ 
4 Available at https://hubnanog.ie/participation-framework/#     
5 Available at https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/Tusla_-_Toolkit_(web_version).pdf  

https://hubnanog.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/5611-Hub_na_nOg-LundyModel.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f80b8-inspectorate-strategic-plan-2021-2024/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f80b8-inspectorate-strategic-plan-2021-2024/
https://hubnanog.ie/participation-framework/
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/Tusla_-_Toolkit_(web_version).pdf
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management and senior management teams that the school was participating in the 

focus group project. 

The question set for the engagement with pupils and students was grounded in the 
principles of best practice set down in the Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and 
Post-Primary Schools (2013). Consideration was also given to other relevant documents 
and materials including:  
 

 The Department of Education’s Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for 

Practice, 2018-2023 (Revised in October 2019) 

 The Social Personal and Health Education (SPHE) curriculum and Relationships 
and Sexuality Education for primary and post-primary schools 

 Materials sourced from the National Anti-Bullying Centre (ABC) in Dublin City 

University (DCU)  

 Materials related to the theme of bullying shared by the National Educational 

Psychological Service (NEPS)6  

 School Bullying and the Impact on Mental Health (2021), report of the Joint 

Committee on Education, Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation 

and Science. 

 
Four themes were used to guide the focus group sessions:  

 School culture and atmosphere 

 Education, prevention and whole-school approach to bullying 

 Cyberbullying 

 Inclusion and diversity. 
 

Scenarios and stimuli linked to the four themes were used to facilitate collaborative 

responses from pupils and students during the focus groups. Every effort was made to 

ensure that the scenarios, stimuli and activities designed and/or selected were 

appropriate to the age, stage of development and curricular learning about bullying-

related issues of the pupils and students.  

The lead inspector for each visit met with the selected class groups in advance of the 

focus groups to explain the arrangements, including the purpose and boundaries of the 

engagement with pupils and students, and the activities that were planned. Pupils and 

students were also given opportunities to ask questions about the focus groups. This 

capacity-building aspect of the engagement with pupils and students helped to establish 

trust between the pupils/students and the inspectors and also supported the gathering of 

feedback during the focus groups.  

                                                   

 

6 See for example “Wellbeing Focus Group - A Guide for school staff” available in a dedicated “Wellbeing 

and School Self-Evaluation (SSE)” section on https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/195c1-wellbeing-in-post-
primary-schools-information-for-school-staff/#wellbeing-and-school-self-evaluation-sse   

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/cb6966-anti-bullying-procedures-for-primary-and-post-primary-schools/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/cb6966-anti-bullying-procedures-for-primary-and-post-primary-schools/
https://assets.gov.ie/24725/07cc07626f6a426eb6eab4c523fb2ee2.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/24725/07cc07626f6a426eb6eab4c523fb2ee2.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/committee/dail/33/joint_committee_on_education_further_and_higher_education_research_innovation_and_science/submissions/2021/2021-08-23_report-on-school-bullying-and-the-impact-on-mental-health_en.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/195c1-wellbeing-in-post-primary-schools-information-for-school-staff/#wellbeing-and-school-self-evaluation-sse
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/195c1-wellbeing-in-post-primary-schools-information-for-school-staff/#wellbeing-and-school-self-evaluation-sse


Actions by schools to prevent and tackle bullying: Report on focus groups with primary pupils and post-primary students 

 

 —— 
6 

2.3 Conducting the focus groups 

The selection of focus group participants took place on the day of each visit. In primary 

schools, a pupil drew out the required number of participants from the pool of signed 

assent and consent forms. In post-primary schools, a student drew out the required 

number of volunteers from the upended forms in the presence of the potential pool of 

volunteers. This helped to ensure that the student selection was fair and transparent.  

The introductory remarks by inspectors provided information to the focus group 

participants on their rights, responsibilities and choices. Pupils and students were 

advised that they were free to not respond to particular questions or to withdraw from 

the focus groups if they wished. Inspectors also explained that discussions of personal 

experiences of bullying, and the naming of individual students and teachers were 

precluded during the sessions. After the introductory remarks, pupils and students were 

reminded again of the option to withdraw from the focus groups. 

During the focus groups, primary pupils were asked to think individually and then to 

share their ideas, in groups, in relation to each of the four thematically-based activities. 

A reporter, nominated by the pupils, orally summarised the group’s key feedback. 

Inspectors then reflected back the main points that emerged from the discussion, for 

agreement by the group. 

Post-primary focus group participants were asked to move through four physical stations 

of materials, completing tasks in pairs or groups of three on separate themes. The 

discussion group outcomes were recorded by the students themselves at each station 

on placemat charts. After the students’ completion of the four activities, inspectors asked 

the students to decide on consensus statements on the four themes, based on the 

comments they had recorded on placemat charts.   

2.4 Participant feedback on the focus group experience 

Both the primary pupils and the post-primary students were very positive about their 

engagement in the focus groups.  

 

Primary pupils commented on the level of comfort they experienced during the 

workshops:  

 
 This is a comfortable approach 

 
It was fun and safe to share ideas; it was a good experience. We are happy to 
recommend the process – it would be perfect and fun for other kids. 

 
Pupils endorsed the stimulus materials designed/selected to prompt discussions: 
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The stories and scenarios were really good to introduce the topic and start the 
talking.  

 
The diversity of pupil views shared during the workshops was also identified as a 
strength: 
 
  It was great to hear loads of opinions. If we only had more time.  
 
Post-primary students described their experience of the focus groups as thought-
provoking, ‘‘interactive, engaging, busy, fun, and immersive. Almost all commented that 
they felt comfortable during the workshops:  
 

[I] … didn’t feel vulnerable or exposed.  
 
A very small number of students suggested the use of an anonymous box that would 
facilitate those students who may not want to say something in front of the group to post 
their comment for the inspectors to access afterward.  
 

Students affirmed the pair/group work aspect of the workshop and commented that 

moving from station to station to work on thematic activities was active and more 

interesting by creating anticipation. They endorsed the use of placemats to gather their 

views: 

 
 You can read what other groups said and come up with your own ideas.  

 

Some students commented that the layout created by inspectors in the rooms used for 

the focus groups was effective, with a circle of chairs for introductory and plenary 

discussions in one zone and grouped tables and chairs set up for engaging with the 

thematic activities in the other zone.  

Activities that had been designed with a visual dimension were particularly commended 

by the students, for example, viewing a short film, viewing a stimulus collage of 

photographs representing diversity and attaching individual buttons to represent one’s 

views along a visual continuum. Notably, the students also felt comfortable critiquing 

aspects of the design of the stations, identifying where one station needed reworking. 

They also commented that, based on their own experiences, one stimulus video was 

unrealistic in its depiction of bullying at school.  

2.5 Giving effect to pupil and student influence 

In line with the Lundy Model, it was important to ensure that the pupils and students who 

participated in the focus groups were aware that their views were taken seriously and 

would be acted upon, where appropriate. In this regard, four feedback strategies were 

identified for this project: 
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 Feedback statements that focus group participants had consented to share were 

orally communicated by inspectors to principals at the end of the focus group 

meeting.  

 

 Presentations on the emerging findings were provided to the Steering Committee 

established by the Minister for Education in February 2022 to review the 

Department of Education’s Action Plan on Bullying (2013) and the Working 

Group that was established to review the Department’s Anti-bullying Procedures 

in Primary and Post-primary Schools (2013). 

 

 The key learning arising from pupil and student views will be provided through 

return visits by the inspectors to the schools between June and early September 

2022.  

 

 The publication of this report on www.gov.ie shares the outcomes with all 

interested readers.  

 



Actions by schools to prevent and tackle bullying: Report on focus groups with primary pupils and post-primary students 

 

 —— 
9 

3. The views of primary school pupils 

3.1 School culture and atmosphere  

3.1.1 Positive relationships and interactions 

Pupils in the participating schools described the cultures of their schools as very positive 

and highlighted how positive relationships and interactions prevent and reduce 

instances of bullying.  

Many pupils referred to class agreements and/or contracts and practices that had been 

embedded in their classrooms around working respectfully with others: 

We are encouraged to listen to one another and respect the opinions of others even 

if we disagree. 

Pupils were also confident about the ability of teachers and staff to make sure that there 

is no discrimination and that everyone is treated equally. 

Pupils spoke of being welcomed and greeted individually by teachers and staff on arrival 

at school each morning as a key element of positive school atmosphere: 

  The teachers will always welcome you as well as the other kids in classes, we’re 

greeted every morning when we come in. 

Some pupils described how teachers were sensitive and proactive in providing support 

to pupils when it was needed:  

When you move classes or when classes are split, teachers do subtle activities to 

help you find friends who have similar interest to you. 

Pupils were keenly aware of how school staffs’ supervision worked to prevent and tackle 

bullying. They referred to break-time supervision that was both proactive and reactive in 

relation to bullying. In the proactive space, comments such as the following were made 

by pupils: 

On the school yard, the SNAs [special-needs assistants] and the teachers will ask 

pupils to play with us so we don’t feel left out. 

Pupils also expressed confidence that teachers and staff would actively follow-up on 

break-time bullying incidents:  

There is always a teacher on yard to help us resolve problems if there is an incident 



Actions by schools to prevent and tackle bullying: Report on focus groups with primary pupils and post-primary students 

 

 —— 
10 

Bullying is not acceptable in our school at all. If someone was to bully someone not 

only would they get in lots of trouble, but the whole class would also be spoken to.  

3.1.2 A visually attractive and welcoming environment 

Pupils recognised how a visually attractive and welcoming environment helped create a 

positive school atmosphere. They referred to how signs and greetings in the home 

languages of pupils and parents/guardians created a welcoming school atmosphere. 

The pupils also commented that where their art work was put on display by teachers, 

this created a sense of pride and ownership for them in their school: 

  We have a colourful building here. The art creates a welcoming space in the school  

 Our murals give you a warm feeling as to what children can do in school.  

3.1.3 Access to collaborative learning opportunities 

Opportunities to sit in groups and to work collaboratively were viewed by pupils as key to 

the creation of a positive classroom atmosphere and the promotion of positive 

relationships:  

In the classrooms, we don’t use rows. We have groups so the teacher can always 

keep a good eye on us and we can get on with everyone a lot better. 

3.1.4 Listening to pupils’ views and giving them due weight and influence 

Pupil councils were viewed as an effective method of communication with school 

management. In particular, advocating for equal access to activities was highlighted as 

an area where pupils felt that their views had been given due weight and influence:  

Issues are brought to the pupil council in the school – we got access to go to GAA 

[Gaelic Athletic Association] when we wanted to go as well as the boys’ school.  

3.2 Education, prevention and whole-school approaches to 

bullying 

3.2.1 Whole-school approaches to bullying 

Pupils reported that there was a culture of non-acceptance of bullying in their schools. In 

addition to the school rules, some pupils referred to the presence of materials that 

supported this culture:  

There are posters around the school that help to stop bullying and that help us to be 

friends. It keeps it in our mind.  
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Consolidation of this message was also provided by an anti-bullying week run by one of 

the schools. In schools where a culture of non-acceptance of bullying was evident, 

pupils felt that the potential consequences of bullying had been clearly communicated: 

 If bullying was very serious … there are clear steps and consequences in place … 

you could be suspended or expelled.  

A key message was that many pupils understood the importance of preventing and 

tackling bullying as a whole-school community task:  

 Pupils, teachers and the principal put a stop to bullying in this school. 

They also indicated that involving parents was an important part of this whole-school 

approach:  

The principal usually sends notes home to let parents and everyone know bullying 

isn’t accepted in our school. They also communicate home any special events 

going on in the school. 

Many pupils were able to identify how to act to prevent and tackle bullying:  

 Teachers teach us to be an up-stander and stand up for that person being bullied. 

 A number of pupils also spoke of how they were encouraged to: 

  act as a role model for the younger pupils so they can copy your good behaviour.  

3.2.2 Pupils’ reporting of bullying 

Pupils consistently highlighted the responsiveness of the adults in their schools if they 

were to report bullying:  

Our teachers and principal will listen to the perspectives of the victim and the bully. 

They won’t ignore what anyone is saying. They care about the root of the problem 

and they try to work out what is causing the bully to behave in this manner.  

Pupils were clear on how they could report bullying. A box at the back of the classroom, 

which is regularly monitored by the classroom teacher, was cited as an important 

communication channel: 

 There is a box at the back of the room that you can put a note in if you need to talk 

to a teacher about something. 

Consistently, pupils expressed strong confidence in the effectiveness of teachers’ and 

principals dealing with issues of bullying: 
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  Take people out of class to find out what’s happening.  

The principal gets involved very quickly and they may call your parents to a meeting 

to get it [bullying] fixed. 

3.2.3 Learning about in-person bullying  

Pupils were positive about the quality of their curricular learning in preventing and 

tackling in-person bullying. They regularly reported being taught how to be a friend and 

how not to bully through the Stay Safe programme:  

 There is a class contract that shows everyone that bullying is not acceptable.  

[The Stay Safe lessons] … have also been good to help us make friends. We learn 

not to be mean to others, including those of different nationalities. We treat one 

another with respect.  

3.3 Cyberbullying 

3.3.1 Strategies to deal with cyberbullying 

Overall, pupils’ responses demonstrated good knowledge and understanding of how to 

recognise, respond to and report cyber-bullying. They shared lots of key insights with 

the inspectors such as their awareness of the need to protect themselves and their 

personal information and the risks associated with posting online. The pupils identified a 

number of strategies that they had been taught to deal with cyberbullying, including how 

to screenshot to show evidence, to stop and block, and to tell a teacher or a trusted 

adult.  

More limited provision to equip pupils to deal with online risks and cyberbullying was 

described by a small number of pupils. In those instances, strategies to deal with cyber-

bullying were being taught through one-off internal or external inputs: 

We have had a talk from Barnardos about cyber-bullying. Our school is choosing 

to do this to keep us safe in different types of scenarios. 

The Star Programme told us not to put any personal information online and not 

to share any personal information with anyone online. We had one session that 

was an hour long that focused on cyber-bullying. 

3.3.2 Education in the area of cyberbullying 

Pupils reported that they needed more education in the area of cyberbullying. A 

significant number of pupils commented that the Stay Safe programme needed to be 

further developed to meet the cyber issue needs they were facing in their lives. They 

highlighted that the programme needs to deal with issues in addition to internet usage:  
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The Stay Safe should cover a wider amount of topics, cyber bullying focuses on 

social media, there should be a look at gaming, viruses and other online 

mechanisms and strategies to Stay Safe.  

Pupils also requested more concrete solutions to the scenarios being posed:  

The Stay Safe should focus more on solutions to the scenarios rather than just 

you trying to figure it out – give lots of solutions we could use.  

Furthermore, pupils in senior classes noted that there needed to be more variety in the 

scenarios for older classes: 

I definitely think we’re repeating the exact same thing, as we’re getting older they 

need to add more topics and scenarios.  

3.4 Inclusion and diversity 

3.4.1 Strategies to promote inclusion 

Pupils overall were very perceptive about the range of strategies being used by their 

schools to make all pupils feel welcome, such as celebrating different themed weeks, 

celebrating different cultures and languages, and affirming pupils’ different backgrounds 

through curricular links:  

We have learned greetings in various languages to make all children from 
different countries feel welcome 
 
In our school, we encourage different cultures and languages ….we have self-
expression days.  
 

In some maths lessons, say if we’re doing money, our teachers might ask us to 

bring in money from different countries.  

3.4.2 Equality of access to activities  

All pupils highlighted access to a wide array of co-curricular activities as a key support to 

inclusion. Differences in relation to pupil interests were referred to in this regard:  

 

It can be harder for children when they don’t like something like reading or 

football – at least this school has a variety of activities that you don’t end up 

having no choice and having to engage in activities you don’t like all of the time. 

 

The role of teachers in communicating the need to include everyone was spoken of by 

some pupils:  
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Our teachers make up the games so that we have to include everyone. Teachers 

try to get us to think about being stereotypical. 

 

Many pupils spoke of the need for equal access to co-curricular activities for males and 

females:  

 

If everyone was equal in the school that means there shouldn’t be activities for 

just girls or boys because some are interested in the same thing like games. 

3.4.3 Inclusion of pupils with differing backgrounds, gender identities and sexual 

orientations 

Pupils’ responses reflected good understanding of the importance of inclusion. They had 

appropriate awareness that:  

It is harder for some kids to feel they belong, especially if they’re from different 

countries, have different languages  

[It is harder] … for pupils from different religions, for example for those wearing a 

hijab, to fit in as sometimes their appearance is different. 

Specific references to the inclusion of pupils with differing ethnic and racial backgrounds 

and/or of pupils of differing gender identities and sexual orientations were limited. They 

were generally voiced by pupils in schools with more diverse enrolments:  

To be fair everyone should have the same chances it doesn’t matter who it is – it 

doesn’t matter the colour of your skin, your culture / religion / sexual orientation. 

Your sexuality shouldn’t influence what sport that you can play – there shouldn’t 

be gender bias in schools. It shouldn’t be looked down on being gay or anything 

like that. Everything should be for everyone. The person and what they are able 

to do is what’s most important. 

3.5 Summary 

The feedback from pupils highlighted what they saw as strengths in their schools’ 

actions to prevent and tackle bullying:  

 Positive relationships and interactions being explicitly developed and modelled 

between teachers and pupils, among pupils, and across the wider school 

community 

 Proactive break-time supervision and support 

 A visually inclusive school environment 

 Access to collaborative learning opportunities 

 Listening to and giving due weight to pupil voice 
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 Whole-school strategies, including appropriate curricular learning, to prevent 

and tackle bullying 

 An accessible, anonymous mechanism for reporting bullying 

 A variety of co-curricular and extra-curricular activities to which pupils have 

equal access  

A particular issue that emerged from the focus groups with pupils was the need for more 

training and updated teaching and learning resources to be provided to teachers and 

pupils in relation to cyberbullying. In this regard, pupils referenced the need to update 

the Stay Safe programme. 
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4. The views of post-primary students 

4.1 School culture and atmosphere  

 4.1.1 Positive relationships 

Generally, students spoke positively about the atmosphere and culture in their schools 

although negative views were expressed by some individual students and in two of the 

post-primary focus groups. 

Where students were particularly positive about their school culture, they spoke 

repeatedly about their relationships with their teachers as encouraging and motivating. 

They spoke of their experience of their school as a family/community, where teachers 

would help them if problems arose for them, and where teacher modelling of interactions 

influenced student behaviour positively.  

The teachers at this school work hard to include everyone and to promote people 

being themselves. 

Tá na múinteoirí ar fad cabhrach agus tugann said comhairle an-mhaith dúinn ar 

fad." (All the teachers are very helpful and give us very good advice.) 

Students’ feedback highlighted the importance of in-person, ongoing guidance supports 

and co-curricular and extra-curricular activities for strengthening their sense of belonging 

to a positive school community.  

 Team sports … bonding with other students … prevent bullying.  

After-school activities e.g. Photography Club … people can bond over shared 

interests. 

Almost all fifth year students in the schools spoke of very good student-student and 

student-teacher relationships, recalling how in-person supports pre COVID-19 had 

helped build their sense of belonging in the school. For example, senior student mentors 

had helped support their transition into first year; they had experienced class bonding 

activities and trips, school teams and matches, and school concerts. In contrast, a 

number of second year groups commented that while they had experienced virtual 

supports to help them move from primary to post-primary school, they had not 

experienced in-person transition supports or co-curricular and extra-curricular activities 

due to COVID-19 restrictions, and thus felt that they were not as well equipped to cope 

with post-primary school as previous year groups. 



Actions by schools to prevent and tackle bullying: Report on focus groups with primary pupils and post-primary students 

 

 —— 
17 

The small number of students who criticised aspects of their school atmosphere referred 

to experiencing a lack of respect and fair treatment in their schools from other students 

and from a very small number of teachers.  

4.1.2 The school’s visual environment 

A number of student groups commented on how the visual environment of their schools 

helped create a welcoming, colourful, supportive atmosphere. Students spoke of the 

importance of posters and student work on school walls in this regard. 

A very useful student insight was that areas in the school that are not as obvious, and 

thus are likely to be unknown to teachers, can impact on whether a school has a good 

atmosphere, for example: 

… graffiti on student T-squares and in student bathrooms – teachers aren’t aware 

of it – if graffiti is personalised about someone that is not good. 

4.1.3 Access to collaborative learning opportunities 

Second year students drew sharp contrasts between their primary and post-primary 

learning experiences during COVID-19 restrictions. In primary school, they had not had 

to wear masks, and had been seated in classroom pods, so group work was still 

possible. Their primary teachers tended to change pod composition every few weeks, 

ensuring they worked with a range of their classmates over the school year. In post-

primary school, the students had been required to wear masks, to sit in single desks in 

rows, and generally did not have access to collaborative learning experiences. In 

contrast, fifth year students were able to recall pre-COVID experiences of collaborative 

learning that had helped them get to know their fellow students. 

Students of all year groups commented that they had deeply enjoyed the focus group 

experience, where pairs or threes were tasked to work together on station activities and 

circle time plenary discussions. They consistently reflected that they would prefer to get 

to know other students and to form positive relationships with them through similar in-

class, collaborative learning experiences. Some junior cycle students commented that 

they felt uncomfortable being asked to work with others during the focus group visit, as 

they had not had experience of working with others in post-primary school to date. 

Arising from this student feedback, it is clear that positive school cultures and 

atmospheres need to be further nurtured by explicit, whole-school focus on developing 

students’ key skills of working with others in classrooms where both pedagogical 

planning and room layout support collaborative learning.  

Small group work could help stop isolating etc. as would help to get to know 

everyone a lot better. 
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4.1.4 Listening to students’ view and giving them due weight and influence 

Students reported that where they had been able to use their student council to 

negotiate changes regarding some school rules or to be centrally involved in advising on 

the activities to be organised for Wellbeing weeks, they felt more positive about their 

school culture and atmosphere. 

In some instances, students reported that their student councils had been defunct since 

March 2020 or, if they existed, there had been no communication about their actions 

from representatives for year groups to their classmates. Students recommended that 

student councils be re-activated in schools, with appropriate training and communication 

structures, and that action plans and updates be communicated to all.  

A recurring comment by students was that while surveys reflect part of their school 

experience, focus groups allow for more nuanced feedback to be shared. Consistently, 

they asked if focus groups could be organised within their schools to support review and 

forward planning which could be used to continually improve aspects of school culture 

and atmosphere.  

4.2 Education, prevention and whole-school approaches to 

bullying 

4.2.1 Whole-school approaches to preventing and tackling bullying  

In all the focus groups, students were clear that in their own schools bullying leads to 

definite consequences as outlined in their school’s code of behaviour and at assemblies 

with their year heads or school management. Some students reported that, at the heart 

of their school’s code of behaviour, respect for all was a foundational standard for their 

whole-school community. Other students commented that the code is mostly what not to 

do. For those students, the message that co-working to create a positive school culture 

proactively reduces instances of poor behaviour, including bullying, was not being 

communicated by those codes.7 

Students reported that while appropriate teacher supervision takes place on school 

grounds, most bullying is not visible to teachers. They commented on how it can take 

place subtly, either in the school such as on crowded corridors, or outside in the school 

grounds, or online: 

                                                   

 

7 To guide the review of codes of behaviour, see the Tusla publication, Developing a Code of Behaviour: 

Guidelines for Schools (2008). Available at: 
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/guidelines_school_codes_eng.pdf  
 

https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/guidelines_school_codes_eng.pdf
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Online or outside the school grounds, down town or in the park at lunch or after 

school … that is where bullying is more likely to take place.  

Students were perceptive about the range of strategies being used in their schools to 

prevent and tackle bullying, including bringing in external speakers, organising themed 

weeks and extra-curricular activities, and the services of a counsellor/chaplain. Students 

in one school reported that they had access to trained peer mentors.  

4.2.2 Students’ reporting of bullying 

The majority of students stated that they would be reluctant to report bullying to an adult 

in their school.  

As part of one school’s proactive measures to prevent and tackle bullying, a whole-

school post-box was available to all students so that they could anonymously report if 

they were being bullied. A named teacher was responsible for running an anti-bullying 

programme, monitoring submissions to the post box and dealing with such instances 

confidentially. This assignment of responsibility to a teacher for the prevention and 

tacking of bullying was a student support that was additional to the year head system. 

Students reported that bullying was effectively tackled through this system.  

Students in other schools commented that the most challenging aspect of dealing with 

bullying was reporting it. As one student remarked,  

 The hardest part can be making up your mind to report it. It takes a lot to report it.  

They suggested the creation of proactive anti-bullying reporting and monitoring systems 

in their schools. Students also connected their reluctance to report with the fact that 

investigations of allegations of bullying and sanctions imposed quickly became common 

knowledge among students:  

[it] would be better if investigations were more anonymised. At the moment, it is 

very clear who is involved and who is to blame as they may get detention.  

A lack of access to a trusted adult for pastoral support during the school day were 

referred to as other impediments to reporting bullying. Students who described being 

supported by a class tutor when they experienced difficulties reported that this was very 

valuable for them. Other students who didn’t have such support asked for a mentor 

teacher to be assigned to meet with them from time to time to  

Talk to students, check-ups  

Student comments about a lack of trust in teachers to support reporting of bullying were 

voiced by junior cycle students in particular. They explained that the combined impact of 

mask wearing requirements and physical distancing during COVID restrictions meant 

that for many of them they didn’t have a trusting relationship with their teachers. They 
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commented that this situation wouldn’t change overnight, just because COVID 

restrictions had changed. They felt it would take time for them to develop such trust, and 

thus be more inclined to report bullying or other issues worrying them. They highlighted 

the need to  

… build stronger trust with students so that they feel safe  

 4.2.3 Curricular learning focused on preventing and tackling in-person bullying 

SPHE was the main subject identified during the focus groups with students, where 

awareness raising around bullying was taking place and where students were being 

equipped with strategies to tackle bullying. However, students gave mixed feedback 

about the quality of their SPHE curricular learning focused on preventing and tackling in-

person bullying. 

Students identified a number of gaps in their SPHE learning about bullying that they 

would like to see addressed. They wanted to learn more about the after-effects of 

bullying on the victim, not just the punitive consequences for the bully. They also wanted 

to be given more guidance about dealing with situations where banter between friends 

was straying into a bullying experience for them. As one student commented,  

 if you let it go, then it can be very upsetting 

Students commented on their varied in-class experiences of SPHE, depending on the 

teacher delivering the programme. Students’ overall comment on SPHE was that much 

of their preparation for tackling bullying depended on the quality of SPHE teaching they 

experienced. Students working with different teachers of SPHE in one year group 

contrasted the learning experiences they had had from year to year: 

 … watch videos only … listen to teacher talking ... walking debates and 

discussions about issues  

4.2.4 Learning across subjects to prevent and tackle bullying  

Students’ capacity to identify learning across subjects that was helping them to prevent 

and tackle bullying was a particularly impressive element of the feedback gathered. 

Among the connections that students made in this regard were: 

 Physical Education, where students described being placed in groups/teams with 

students other than those with whom they normally worked  

 Home Economics, where students were paired to cook together  

 Junior Cycle Classroom-Based Assessments when they worked in pairs/groups 

(fifth year students experienced this before COVID-19) 

 Guidance 

 Religion 
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 A Life skills programme and a separate digital skills programme created by two 

different schools as part of their timetabled Junior Cycle Wellbeing provision 

 The Priority learning Unit, Living in the Community (part of the Junior Cycle Level 

2 Learning Programme (L2LP) programme) 

 Discussions of key historical moments in History lessons or of key moments in 

particular texts during English lessons 

 

The potential provided by the Framework for Junior Cycle (2015) to incorporate bespoke 

Wellbeing inputs for students will also help to further equip students with the skills and 

attitudes to prevent and tackle bullying. 

4.3 Cyberbullying 

4.3.1 Students’ experience of cyberbullying  

While cyberbullying arose as a significant issue in a few focus groups, it was not 

highlighted as a key issue by all groups.  

Students reported that a key issue for them is relational bullying, whether it happens on 

or offline. Relational bullying is where a person is deliberately isolated, excluded or 

ignored by some or all of the class group or where that person’s attempts to socialise 

and form relationships with peers are repeatedly rejected or undermined.8 

Not a lot of bullying that you can see in our school. A lot of subtle bullying goes 

on.  

Fifth year students consistently reported that the level of cyberbullying being 

experienced by students tended to happen in junior year groups and that it wasn’t an 

issue for them; 

 Younger years, if you were to look at any incident it would be in first or second year 

… trying to establish their place.  

4.3.2 Strategies to deal with cyberbullying 

Almost all students reported that they had learned strategies to deal with cyberbullying 

in post-primary school. A significant number of students reported that they had learned 

more about cyberbullying in primary school than at second level, except where students 

                                                   

 

8 For more information on relational bullying, see page 19 of the Action Plan on Bullying (2013) and pages 
9-10 of the Anti-Bullying Procedures for Primary and Post-Primary Schools (2013). 
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had participated in the FUSE anti-bullying and online safety programme developed by 

DCU Anti-Bullying Centre. 

Many students reported that they would like even more education in this area and some 

reported that the way they are taught to deal with cyberbullying is flawed: 

Block – but they can make a new account and get at you from that account. If you 

block the bully it will only make it worse.  

Students recommended that more sophisticated training be provided to students and 

teachers in relation to cyberbullying, so that a whole-school approach is shared by the 

school community. 

4.3.3 Effectiveness of whole-school approaches to cyberbullying 

Students’ confidence in how school management would deal with cyberbullying was not 

as strong as their confidence in how school management would deal with in-person 

bullying:  

 Bullies might get away with it online but wouldn’t in person.   

 Suspension would probably kick in, but bully still has phone.   

4.4 Inclusion and diversity 

4.4.1 Inclusive practices 

Students in all five schools reported that they could be themselves in their schools. A 

very useful insight was provided by one group who explained that in first year, they were 

hesitant to be themselves, but they opened up later.  

Overall school is accepting and encourages you to be yourself, but in younger 

years it is harder to be yourself in a new environment. 

A key talking point was the extent to which students could express themselves through 

their personal appearance at school. In one school with a non-uniform policy, students 

spoke of how positively they felt about this:   

 I like that we can express ourselves because we have no uniform.9 

                                                   

 

9 One student in the non-uniform school commented that it was easier for those transitioning gender in that 

school, as school uniform wasn't a barrier for them.  
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Other students spoke of their positive school culture where school management 

responded to student council requests for some leniency in matters of acceptable 

hairstyle, makeup and clothing items. In these instances, students perceived that their 

voices were listened to, given due weight and influence, and acted on in that school. 

Student access to a wide array of subject and co-curricular activities was cited in some 

schools as supporting students to feel "this is a school where it is ok to be me." For 

example, in a co-educational school, a vibrant programme of activities in music, drama, 

art and sport was referenced by the students as creating a very positive school 

atmosphere, where all students had opportunities to express themselves and have their 

talents affirmed.  

4.4.2 Inclusion of students of different genders and sexual orientations 

Across all five schools, students commented that some whole-school supports had been 

put in place for students identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex 

(LGBTI+). A Stand Up Awareness week in the school was most frequently mentioned by 

students as a whole-school support. The establishment of a bathroom for transgender 

students was also cited as a positive development in one school. 

A number of students across the schools reported that some (but not widespread) 

student-to-student discrimination based on sexual orientation was occurring; 

  Most people don't talk about it - gay or lesbian orientation. 

 Some people are more accepted than others - Muslim ok, but gay person is not. 

4.4.3 Inclusion of students of differing ethnic and racial backgrounds 

Most students commented that their schools were very welcoming of students of 

different ethnicities and races. It was notable that a significant number of students from 

such backgrounds participated in the focus groups and that an atmosphere of mutual 

respect characterised peer-to-peer interactions in the focus groups:  

 School atmosphere … very inclusive, everyone welcome. 

 Different events promote different cultures. 

In one school, where the focus group featured high numbers of students from different 

ethnic and racial backgrounds, students commented that a very small number of 

teachers were treating students of colour and Traveller students unequally and 

disrespectfully:  

Sometimes school atmosphere is dependent on your teacher.  

Sometimes it is the teachers who stereotype, not the students. 
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Students highlighted the need for more education for all students to help them deal with 

identity-based bullying in schools; 

We are not educated enough on important topics. Teachers are unaware of big 

issues like racism or homophobia. Small issues sorted, but big ones overlooked. 

4.4.3 Inclusion of students of differing abilities 

A small number of students with additional educational needs were among the 

volunteers who were randomly selected for the focus group work. The level of respect 

and support provided by their student peers in working collaboratively with these 

students was suggestive of an inclusive school culture.  

4.5 Summary 

Similar to the pupils’ feedback in primary schools, students in post-primary schools 

highlighted what they saw as strengths in their schools’ actions to prevent and tackle 

bullying:  

 The impact of positive, supportive teacher interactions 

 In-person transition supports and co-curricular and extra-curricular activities that 

strengthened their sense of belonging to their whole-school community  

 A visually inclusive school environment 

 Access to collaborative learning opportunities  

 Whole-school strategies, including topic-specific learning experiences and 

outcomes across subjects, to help students prevent and tackle bullying 

A significant number of students highlighted a lack of consistent access to high-quality 

SPHE learning10 and to purposeful, collaborative learning opportunities as challenges in 

the prevention and tackling of bullying. Also of note in student responses was the 

reluctance of a majority of students to report bullying to their school and a lack of 

confidence in how they felt student voice, cyberbullying and identity-based bullying 

issues are dealt with in schools.  

 

 

                                                   

 

10 Notably, Inspectorate SPHE inspection reports also highlight how teacher qualification and deployment to 

the teaching of SPHE can be poor in some post-primary schools. See Section 5.3.10 of Department of 
Education (2022) Chief Inspector’s Report September 2016-December 2020. Available at: 
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/611873-chief-inspector-reports/   

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/611873-chief-inspector-reports/
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5. Conclusion   

Children and young people who participated in the focus groups enjoyed and valued the 

opportunity to voice their views on schools’ actions to prevent and tackle bullying. They 

also provided valuable insights into the work of schools in this area and into the aspects 

of this work that require further consideration. 

All primary school pupils and almost all post-primary students were very positively 

disposed towards the culture and climate of their school. Both pupils and students 

reported strong whole-school cultures of non-acceptance of bullying, clear 

communication of the consequences of engaging in such behaviours, and good 

familiarity with the range of strategies being used in their schools to prevent and tackle 

bullying.  

The effective practices reported by pupils and students to prevent and tackle bullying 
reflect those reported by principals during incidental inspections conducted in the 
September to November 2021 period,11 most notably, the promotion of positive 
behaviour, an emphasis on teaching respect and taking account of the pupil/student 
perspective on how effectively a school is addressing bullying.  
 

It is clear from the engagement with primary school pupils and post-primary students 

that pedagogy has an important role to play in preventing and tackling bullying. 

Opportunities to sit in pairs/groups and to work collaboratively were understood by 

pupils as key to the creation of a positive classroom atmosphere. Many students 

reflected on the negative impact that the single desk and row classroom layout 

communicated to schools to prevent the spread of COVID-19 had had on school culture 

and on the quality of relationships between students themselves and between students 

and their teachers. Ensuring that lessons provide opportunities for students to work with 

others and to develop positive relationships, as well as to support their curricular 

learning is a key element that needs to be present in all lessons.  

Pupils and students differed in relation to their respective levels of confidence in 

reporting bullying to the school. Primary school pupils expressed strong confidence in 

reporting instances of bullying. In contrast, the majority of post-primary students stated 

that they would be reluctant to report bullying to an adult in their school.  

                                                   

 

11 Inspectorate, Department of Education (2022) Report on the implementation of aspects of anti-bullying 
measures in schools. Available at https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/93c45-report-on-the-implementation-of-

aspects-of-anti-bullying-measures-in-schools/ 
   
 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/93c45-report-on-the-implementation-of-aspects-of-anti-bullying-measures-in-schools/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/93c45-report-on-the-implementation-of-aspects-of-anti-bullying-measures-in-schools/
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Post-primary students highlighted that two matters were in need of attention to support 

the prevention and tackling of bullying. There was a need to ensure that schools’ codes 

of behaviour focus on the positive approaches that schools have adopted to prevent and 

tackle bullying in order to disseminate respectful standards and procedures for the 

whole school community. Students also highlighted the need for teachers with interest, 

training and expertise in SPHE to be timetabled to teach the subject in order to develop 

students’ confidence in understanding and dealing with bullying.  

While pupils and students reported that they had learned strategies to deal with 

cyberbullying, they indicated that they would need more education to deal with the issue 

and made specific recommendations for ongoing professional learning for teachers and 

school leaders in the area, so that a whole-school approach to cyberbullying would be 

shared by the school community. 

Post-primary students indicated that while their schools were welcoming of students of 

different ethnicities and races and were inclusive of students of differing abilities, there 

was a need for more education for students, teachers and school leaders in relation to 

identity-based bullying in schools, particularly in the areas of racism and homophobia.  
 

The insights provided by primary school pupils and post-primary students during the 
focus groups shows the importance of meaningfully engaging with children and young 
people and taking account of their views in any actions being taken to ensure that 
schools are safe and happy places in which pupils and students can flourish. 

 
 


