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Abstract

A Qualitative Research on Bullying
phenomenon Among Upper Grade
Elementary Children

Shin, Hyeon-Joo
Department of Education
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This research aims to conduct a qualitative study based on educational
anthropology in understanding the bullying phenomenon among upper grade
elementary children from the perspectives of life, culture and education. Over
the last three years, the researcher has conducted participatory observations
and in-depth interviews with students in the upper classes of three
elementary schools where bullying phenomenon occurred. Rather than
focusing on the resolving and taking measures against bullying, this study
strives to examine bullying phenomenon in children’s world through their
own eyes.

The study suggests three research questions. First, how is the bullying
phenomenon formed? Second, what culture dwells in the context of bullying
phenomenon? Third, how can the bullying phenomenon be explained through
educational anthropology? By pivoting the study through these research
questions, it strives to examine the children’s thoughts, languages and

behaviors about bullying and discover the eccentric nature of the
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phenomenon, rather than judging the children involved in bullying
circumstances, and then ultimately propose thought—provoking discussions for
those concerned about the issue of group ostracizing based on the study
results.

Firstly, in section III, the study notes the stories and looks of the
participating children from Cloud class, Sky class, and Sea class, for the
sake of demonstrating how bullying phenomenon occurs. Despite the class
differences, the study could observe a subtle similarity in the way that
bullying occurred in the three environments. The most distinguished
similarity was that the child being bullied depicted a psychological distance
from the rest of the children in class, and this was visible from the spacial
arrangements and the physical distances among the children. Moreover, the
children involved with bullying showed different behaviors under the presence
of the home room teacher or without the presence thereof. With these ideas
in focus, the researcher reconstructed children’s bullying situation.

Second, in section IV, the study analyzes ‘cultural topics’ to discover the
underlying context behind children’s bullying phenomenon. The researcher has
thought that a certain cultural factor exists in a class environment where
ostracizing occurs and has looked into five different cultural topics in
relations to this. The first topic is that of ‘difference’ and this section
illustrates the process in which a particular child is thought to be different
from others and how this difference leads to a form of discrimination. The
second topic is that of ‘social stigma. Those bullied in a class often had
similar past experiences. Among the children, there i1s a common
understanding that once an “outcast”, forever an “outcast”. This deprives the
opportunity of meeting new friends and leads children to become friends with
one another for the sake of not being a social “outcast”. It turns out that
such a ‘social stigma’ establishes the existence of an “outcast”. The third
topic is ‘power’, which refers to a form of hierarchy within a class. A close
look at any bullying phenomenon underscores that there are a leading group

and a following group to the situation. Depending on the children’s difference
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in authority, there are certain ranks such as “boss”, “underling”, and
“outcast”. Such a hierarchial structure forms a firm basis of maintaining the
environment for bullying. The fourth topic is ‘conformity’. Among the
participants, there were more children who were passively involved with the
situation or silently acting as a bystander than those proactively engaging in
bullying activities. These children conformed to act of bullying due to the
fear of becoming a victim themselves or simply led by the class atmosphere.
This is also thought to be playing a significant role in forming a bullying
culture.

Thirdly, in section V, bullying phenomenon by children is interpreted
through the lens of educational anthropology, based on the findings of the
previous section. The study views bullying as a form of cultural phenomenon
in which one becomes friends with others and ostracizes someone for the
sake of one’s own survival. Children were becoming more familiarized with
such a self-created culture. The researcher in fact cooperated in further
examination with one of the participating children who shared a regrettable
feeling about the situation. In this process, positive changes occurred and the
researcher discovered that the research itself can become a practical process.
Finally, this study discusses the necessity of collaboration in creating a
culture in which bullying is recognized as a cultural problem and in which
children can be educated to self-examine one’s own culture and have

educational interests in one another.
Key Words: bullying, culture, conformity, discrimination, stigma,

educational interests
Student Number: 2009-21416
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