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Abstract

This study focuses on the social position and degree of pupils with behaviour problems fully included in regular education being bullied and on their teachers’ assessments on social integration and bullying. Results indicate that compared to their peers without special educational needs (SEN), the pupils with behaviour problems in this study were included less socially. The study further shows that about half of the teachers participating in the study have a too positive view on the social position of these pupils. These teachers tend to seriously underestimate both the frequency with which pupils are being bullied and the frequency with which these pupils actively bully their peers.
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1 Introduction

Social relationships of special needs children are an important aspect of studying inclusion in regular education (Flem and Keller, 2000). Parents often report it as being their main motive for sending their special needs child to a regular school (Strayhorn and Strain, 1986; Sloper and Tyler, 1992; Scheepstra, 1998). Parents prefer to have their child attend the same school as their siblings, they prefer a neighbourhood school and value their child being educated with other non-SEN children. Their aim is for a normal schooling as possible. They expect inclusion to lead to increased opportunities for contact with neighbourhood children, learning to handle social situations, making friends and inclusion in the local community. 

Physical integration, the lowest level of integration Kobi (1983) distinguishes, is thus an important first step. After all, if special needs pupils cannot attend regular classes, their opportunities for contacts, relationships and friendships are seriously hampered. Studies by Bigelow and La Gaipa (1975) show that children choose their friends from those in their immediate surroundings: activities are undertaken with those nearby. Young children, whose friendships are based on proximity and being together, tend to end friendships when opportunities for interaction and social contact decline (Asher and Gottman, 1981). These opportunities for interaction offered by regular schools can therefore be seen as an important factor in developing friendships.

However, physical integration, or ‘just being there’, is only a very basic condition: it takes much more to become part of the group. Special needs pupils need to participate in the regular curriculum, work and learn alongside other pupils and often need support in making contacts and establishing lasting relations (Jenkins, Odom and Speltz, 1989; Garrison-Harrell and Kamps, 1997; Hunt, Alwell, Farron-Davis and Goetz, 1996; Keller and Sterling-Honig, 1993). Cullinan, Sabornie and Crossland (1992) define social integration as being an accepted member of a group, having at least one mutual friendship and participating actively and equivalently in group activities. 

Research has shown that inclusion does not automatically lead to more social contacts and friendships with children without special needs, since these pupils prefer to associate with other pupils without disabilities (Guralnick, Connor, Hammond, Gottman and Kinnish, 1995) and the same applies to special needs pupils (Minnett, Clark and Wilson, 1995). Evaluations of the effects of inclusion on social contacts, relations and friendships are inconclusive. Some researchers found no significant differences between integrated education and special education regarding the number of social contacts, relationships and friendships, while others did (Nakken and Pijl, 2002). Negative effects of integration have also been described (Guralnick et al., 1995; Yude, Goodman and McConacie, 1998; Bakker and van der Griendt, 1999; Freeman and Elkin, 2002). They found that integrated special needs pupils had both positive and negative interactions. If special needs pupils become socially isolated in the regular classroom, it may harm their social–emotional development and result in negative side-effects like becoming a victim of bullying. In particular pupils who are afraid, physically weak, lack confidence and have a low status in the group are potential victims of bullying (Junger-Tas and Van Kesteren, 1999). Pupils with clearly visible impairments (e.g. motor impaired or Downs syndrome) seem to be bullied less often because other pupils react on the apparent imbalance in power and will stand up for them. The effects of regularly being bullied can be serious: decline in school performance, failure anxiety, fear to attend school, uncertainty in social relations and loneliness (Olweus, 1992). 

It is obvious that teachers and other support staff should be the first ones to notice if a child becomes isolated or is being bullied, and act accordingly. However, research has shown that, compared to the judgement of their pupils, teachers tend to overrate the social integration of special needs pupils in their class (Scheepstra, 1998) and to underestimate the degree of bullying (Whitney, Smith and Thompson, 1994). This discrepancy between the teachers’ and their pupils’ judgment has been explained by referring to cognitive dissonance theories (Festinger, 1957). According to these theories, teachers invest a lot of energy in implementing inclusive education, wish to make it a success and then find it difficult to face reality (de Monchy, 2003). This could imply that adequate action starts too late. 

At present, the research on effects in terms of social inclusion and bullying of special needs pupils participating in regular education settings and the accuracy of teachers’ assessments seems rather limited (Nakken and Pijl, 2002). Yet the issue seems a central one in implementing inclusive education. If special needs pupils are isolated and/or bullied and if teachers systematically misjudge the seriousness of the problems, this issue must be higher on the agenda in teacher training and in-service training. This study focuses on the social position and the level of bullying of special needs pupils fully included in regular education and their teachers’ assessments on the subject.

2 Method

For this study a sample of 25 pupils with behaviour problems participating in full-time regular education settings was taken as well as a sample of non-SEN peers in the same classes and their class teachers. The choice to focus on pupils with behaviour problems is based on the fact that these pupils lack the excusing and protecting effect of having a clearly visible impairment. Because of their difficult and often not adapted behaviour, they seem to be one of the categories most at risk of being socially excluded and bullied. The sample was drawn from the files of a regional expertise centre in the North of the Netherlands that supports regular schools in educating pupils with serious behaviour problems. Each of the pupils supported by the centre had the Dutch version of a statement of special needs. The sample consisted of 9 to 12 year-old special needs pupils and their peers without special needs in 24 schools. This age category is able to complete a questionnaire and is less likely to be influenced by day to day developments in reporting on friendships. School leaders, teachers and parents were asked to agree with the study and/or to participate. In 23 cases they gave permission to carry out the study. 

Two questionnaires, one for teachers and pupils, were developed. The teacher questionnaire addressed a number of general questions on all pupils in the classroom, on the behaviour problems of the SEN pupil, on the social position and number of friends of the SEN pupil and on bullying. 

The questionnaire for all pupils in the sample comprised a sociometric test and questions about bullying. In the sociometric test pupils were asked the following: 1. Which three pupils they liked best and which three they did not like. 2. Which three pupils they would choose to perform a school task with and which three they would not choose. The questions about bullying focused on how often the pupil was bullied by others and how often he/she bullied other pupils. 
One of the questionnaires was not returned and a second one proved to be useless because of administrative problems. The final sample therefore consisted of 21 cases.

The sociometric data about the 21 pupils with behaviour problems and 411 pupils without special needs were analysed using the UCINET software (Borgatti, Everett and Freeman, 1999). Per class the mean and standard deviation were calculated for the number of times pupils were chosen as being liked. For every pupil the standard score of being liked was the pupil’s score minus the mean of the class, divided by the standard deviation (following Scheepstra, 1998 and Cillessen and Brink, 1991). Accordingly the standard score of being disliked was calculated. 

The social preference and social influence scores are then based on these two standard scores (being liked and being disliked). The social preference score is the standard score ‘being liked’ minus the standard score ‘being disliked’. The social influence score is the standard score ‘being liked’ plus the standard score ‘being disliked’. Based on these scores the pupils are divided into 5 groups: popular, rejected, ignored, controversial and average. Table 1 presents the rules used for the classification.

= about here Table 1=

In the questionnaires teachers had to characterise their SEN pupil. They could choose between the following answers (with the later coding categories in brackets): many classmates like the pupil (popular), many ignore him/her (ignored), many dislike him/her (rejected), many classmates think differently about the pupil (controversial) and many think neutrally about him/her (average). Cohen’s Kappa is calculated for the agreement between the answers of the teachers and the categories based on the sociometric data. 

This procedure was also followed with regard to the questions about performing a task. Teachers had to choose from the following replies (again, with the later coding categories in brackets ): many classmates want to perform a task with the SEN pupil (popular), many would not consider performing a task with him/her (ignored), many do not want to perform a task with him/her (rejected), many want or do not want to perform a task with the SEN pupil (controversial) and many classmates do not have an opinion about performing a task with the pupil (average). 

In the questionnaire teachers also had to indicate how many friends their SEN pupil had. In sociometry friends are defined as two or more pupils who like each other very much. There has to be reciprocity in the relation between two pupils. The agreement between the answers of the teachers and the actual number of friends (as appears from the sociometry) is calculated by the Gower measure of agreement (Gower, 1971). This measure takes into account that the agreement between answers that are alike is higher than between answers that differ more. 

All pupils had to answer whether they had ever been bullied and been bullied themselves. They could answer 1. (almost) never, 2. once or a few times a month and 3. once or a few times a week. Teachers had to answer questions about the number of times they thought the SEN pupil actively bullied or was being bullied. The same options were given. The Cohen’s Kappa is calculated for the agreement between the answers of the pupils and the teachers. 

The pupils also had to indicate three classmates who were being bullied and who actively bullied themselves. Based on these answers the bully standard score and the victim standard score were calculated for the SEN pupils: the score (the number of times the SEN pupil was mentioned by classmates as a bully and a victim of bullying) minus the mean (of the class), divided by the standard deviation. These standard scores were compared to SEN pupils’ and teachers’ responses on the frequency of SEN pupils bullying and being bullied. 
3 Results

3.1 The sample

The definitive sample consisted of 21 pupils - 19 boys and 2 girls. Their average age was 9.7 years. One was in grade 2, five were in grade 3, nine were in grade 4 and the remaining six were in grade 5. The pupils had been in the regular class for on average 2.5 years: all 21 pupils knew their peers well. The average class in the study had 20.6 pupils. The total number of pupils in the 21 classes was 432.  

Nine of the special needs pupils in our study had a statement specifying that they were categorised as having a ‘pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified’ (PDD-NOS), one had an attention deficit/ hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), three with both PDD-NOS and ADHD, one with the Gilles de la Tourette syndrome, two with the Asperger syndrome and one with a reactive attachment disorder. Four of the statements lacked a further specification. 

3.2 Social position in terms of being liked

In order to investigate if the social position of the 21 SEN pupils deviated from the social position of their 411 peers in the 21 classes, their social position was assessed using the social preference and social influence scores. The scores were based on two questions for each of the pupils, i.e. which three pupils in the classroom do you like most/least? Table 2 presents the findings of this analysis.

= about here table 2=

The data show that almost half of the pupils with behaviour problems were rejected, whilst in the peer group without SEN 19 % were rejected. It is further striking that none of the pupils with behaviour problems belonged to the popular group. In the reference population 27 % of the pupils were regarded as popular. The differences between the two groups were minimal with respect to the percentages categorised as: average, ignored or controversial. It is clear that pupils with behaviour problems in these regular classes were not regarded as popular and that almost half of them were being rejected by their peers. 

The social position of each of the pupils with behaviour problems as rated by the other pupils in the classes was compared to the classroom teachers’ assessments. In Table 3 both pupils’ and teachers’ assessments are presented: vertically for the pupils and horizontally for the teachers. 

=about here table 3=

The data in Table 3 are again based on the social preference and social influence scores. In analysing the data in the table the data on the diagonal (from upper left to lower right) are relevant as they represent the corresponding assessments. In seven of the 21 cases both pupils and teachers agree on SEN pupils being judged as average or rejected. The data under the diagonal show that – compared to the pupils’ assessments – 10 teachers overrate the position of pupils with behaviour problems in their classes. These teachers regard SEN pupils not as average but as popular (1), not as ignored/rejected but as average (4), and not as rejected but as ignored/average (5). The data above the diagonal are somewhat more difficult to interpret. The five categories can to some extent be regarded as a rank order scale for social acceptance: popular being more socially accepted than average, average being more than ignored/controversial and ignored/controversial being more than rejected. The difficulty relates to distinguishing the categories ‘ignored’ and ‘controversial’ on this scale. Refraining from mutually rank ordering these two categories, the data above the diagonal can be interpreted as three teachers underestimating the social position of their SEN pupils (one not ignored but average and two not controversial but average). Then the discrepant assessment on the non controversial but ignored pupil is not counted in terms of under- or overrating this pupil’s social position. 
In summing up: the social position of the pupils with behaviour problems differs from that of other classroom peers. The SEN pupils are less popular and more often rejected in terms of being liked. Further, there is a discrepancy between pupils’ and teachers’ assessments (Cohen’s kappa is .08) (Cohen, 1960). If the pupils’ assessments are used as reference point, a third of the teacher assessments are accurate. However, half of the teachers overrate the actual social position of pupils with behaviour problems. 

3.3 Social position in terms of performing a task together

As a second indicator for the eventual differences between the social positions of the 21 SEN pupils compared to those of their 411 peers in the 21 classes, the social preference and social influence scores in terms of performing a task together were calculated. These scores were based on two questions for each of the pupils, namely: with which three pupils in the class do you want/not want to perform a school task? Table 4 presents the findings of this analysis.

= about here Table 4=

The pattern presented in Table 4 is comparable to the findings reported in Table 2 earlier, be it that the data in Table 4 are even more disappointing. Table 4 shows that over half of the pupils with behaviour problems are rejected, whilst in the peer group without 

SEN 23 % are rejected. Only one of the pupils with behaviour problems is regarded as popular (5%) and three as average (14%) in performing school tasks. In the reference population 28 and 28% of the pupils are categorised as popular or average. The differences between the two groups are smaller with respect to the percentages categorised as ignored or controversial. Pupils with behaviour problems in these regular classes are not regarded as popular in performing school tasks and over half of them are rejected as a partner in performing school tasks by their peers. 

The social position of each of the pupils with behaviour problems as rated by the other pupils in the classes was compared to the class teachers’ assessments. In Table 5 both pupils’ and teachers’ assessments are presented.

=about here Table 5=

The data on the diagonal in Table 5 again represent the corresponding assessments. In seven out of 21 cases both pupils and teachers agree on SEN pupils being judged as average or rejected as partners in performing school tasks. The data under the diagonal show that – compared to the pupils’ assessments – 10 teachers overrated the position of the pupils with behaviour problems in their class. These teachers regard the SEN pupils as average while the pupils ignore or reject them (7), and three other pupils rejected by their peers are judged by the teacher as ignored or average. As with Table 3, the data above the diagonal are more difficult to interpret. Refraining from mutually rank ordering ‘ignored’ and ‘controversial’, the data above the diagonal can be interpreted as three teachers underestimating the social position of their SEN pupils (one not ignored but average and two not rejected but popular/ignored). The teacher’s judgement on the non controversial but ignored pupil is not interpreted as a signal for under- or overrating the this pupil’s social position. 

In summing up: the social position of the pupils with behaviour problems differs from the social position of the other peers in the classes. The SEN pupils are less popular and more often rejected as partners in performing a school task. Further, there is a discrepancy between the pupils’ and teachers’ assessments (Cohen’s kappa is .08) (Cohen, 1960). If the pupils’ assessments are used as reference point, a third of the teacher assessments are accurate. However, about half of the teachers overrate the actual social position of the pupils with behaviour problems. These findings concur with the findings reported in Tables 2 and 3 with respect to pupils in the class liking or disliking each other, i.e. SEN pupils are less popular and more often rejected and about half of their teachers have a far too positive view of their social position.

3.4 Social position in terms of the number of friends

Another indication for the social position of the pupils with behaviour problems in this study are the number of friends they have in class. The first sociometric analysis, the one on peers liking or disliking each other, was used to calculate the number of friends as reported by the pupils. In sociometric analyses friends are defined as two pupils selecting each other as persons they like. There must be a reciprocity in their choices (Juvonen and Bear, 1992; Cullinan et al, 1992).

=about here Table 6=

Table 6 shows the number of friends according to teachers’ and pupils’ reports for pupils with behaviour problems in this study. Again the upper left-lower right diagonal represents the corresponding assessments. Almost half of the assessments correspond, 

35 % of teachers overestimate and 20 % underestimate the number of friends the pupils with behaviour problems have in class. The data on the diagonal and also the data close to it show that teachers have a fairly accurate idea of the friendships of the pupils involved. As an index for agreement for ratio-level data, Gower’s coefficient (Gower, 1971) was calculated. Gower’s coefficient was .79, which indicates a reasonable high agreement between the sociometric data and the teachers’ assessments. 

3.5 Bullying

One of the possible negative side-effects of social isolation is that pupils become a victim of bullying. In the study both the pupils (SEN and non-SEN) and their teachers were asked if, and how often, they were being bullied by other pupils in the class. These data were used to calculate standard scores for the pupils with behaviour problems. Table 7 presents the answers. The number of SEN pupils with a standard score higher than 1 is shown in brackets in Table 7. This table also shows the pupils’ own assessments, the teachers’ assessments and – in brackets – the opinions of all pupils in the classroom on the frequency of the pupils with behaviour problems being bullied. 

=about here Table 7=

The data in Table 7 show that 10 out of 18 teachers (56%) agree with their SEN pupils on the frequency of being bullied, five underestimate and three overestimate this frequency (respectively 28 and 17%). The inter-agreement between pupils and teachers on the frequency of being bullied is fairly low: Cohen’s kappa is .26.

The data provided by all pupils in the classes show that eight of the pupils with behaviour problems have a standard score higher than 1 (38%). These pupils are included in Table 7 as the data in brackets. These represent the assessments based on all pupils in the classes about the pupils most bullied, compared to their teachers’ assessments. It was expected that these pupils would be found in the lower right part of Table 7, but contrary to this expectation half of them are in the upper left part of the table. This suggests that the assessments of all pupils deviate remarkably from pupils’ own and their teachers’ assessments. The outlier is the pupil, upper left in the table, who according to his/her own report and the teacher’s is almost never bullied, but is seen by the class as the pupil most bullied!

In order to be able to present both sides of the picture, the study also addressed active bullying by the pupils with behaviour problems. The data in Table 8 present the pupils’ own assessments, the teachers’ assessments and – in brackets – the opinions of all pupils in the classroom about bullying by the pupils with behaviour problems. 

=about here Table 8=

The way of working is comparable to the data collection and analyses described above. Table 8 makes clear that seven out of 20 teachers (35%) agree with their SEN pupils on the frequency of being bullied, five underestimate and eight overestimate this frequency. The inter-agreement between pupils and teachers on the frequency of being bullied is very low: Cohen’s kappa is -.13. Five of the pupils with behaviour problems are seen by their peers as pupils who bully a lot. Their standard score is above 1. In three out of five cases the assessments of all pupils deviates remarkably from the pupils’ own and their teachers’ assessments: their peers rated them among those that bullied most, while they and their teachers report they seldom bullied other pupils. 

In summing up: the data in Tables 7 and 8 suggest that the teachers’ assessments on being bullied and on active bullying by the pupils with behaviour problems are not very accurate. If teachers’ assessments are compared to those of the pupils with behaviour problems, the agreement is fairly low, even absent. However, if the assessments of all pupils in the classes are taken into account, teachers seriously underestimate the frequency with which pupils are being bullied, and pupils actively bully other pupils in the classroom. 

4 Discussion

This study focused on the social position and the degree of being bullied of pupils with behaviour problems in regular education settings and on their teachers’ assessments on social integration and bullying. The study results point out that, compared to their non-SEN peers in the class, the pupils with behaviour problems in this study are less socially included. Within the group of pupils with behaviour problems the percentage of pupils rejected is about 30% higher than the percentage rejected in the non- SEN peer group. That is in itself an alarming finding, because a lack of perceived social integration is likely to result in negative self-concept and feelings of loneliness in pupils (Vaux, 1988). It is not quite clear what causes this high percentage of rejected pupils. A possible explanation is that peers in the classroom hold negative attitudes towards pupils with behaviour problems resulting in self-fulfilling prophecies about their behaviour and social position in the group (Söder, 1989). It is also possible that this percentage simply reflects that it may occasionally be difficult for the peer group to get on with pupils with serious behaviour problems (Flem and Keller, 2000). For this particular group there is the fact that most of these pupils also have problems making contact (see 3.1), which could well lead to a higher percentage of rejected pupils. In a study on the social inclusion of pupils with Down’s syndrome (Scheepstra, Nakken and Pijl, 1999) it was found that about 17 % of the Down’s syndrome pupils were popular, 26% scored ‘average’, 52% were ignored and only 4% were rejected. This suggests that the social position of this group was better, possibly due to relative easier companionship. 

The study further shows that about half of the teachers participating in this study have a too positive a view on the social position of the pupils with behaviour problems in their classroom. The SEN pupils are less liked and are less wanted as partners in performing school tasks. Teachers do have a fairly accurate idea of the number of friendships of the pupils involved here. Teachers’ assessments on being bullied and on active bullying by the pupils with behaviour problems are not very accurate. If the assessments of all pupils in the classes are taken into account, teachers seriously underestimate the frequency with which pupils are being bullied and pupils actively bully other pupils in the class. The discrepancies between teacher assessments and the situation as perceived by the pupils are in line with the findings in other studies (Scheepstra, 1998; Whitney et al., 1994). The systematic underrating of teachers of the seriousness of the problems experienced by their pupils is a worrying phenomenon. Teachers have a key role in monitoring the social position of their pupils in general and should be even more alert in evaluating the position of the SEN pupils in particular in their classroom. Pavri and Monda-Amaya (2001) argue that teachers also play a critical role in assisting pupils in acquiring social skills and in fostering social relationships by facilitating peer interactions and friendships in the classroom. However, teachers have to be aware of the need to take action, before they take on this critical role. 
In implementing inclusive education, the possible risks of social isolation and bullying of SEN pupils deserve more attention and it seems a relevant issue for initial teacher training, in-service training and teacher support services. 
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Table 1. Classification rules

	
	Standard score ‘being liked’
	Standard score ‘being disliked’
	Social preference score
	Social influence score
	

	Popular
	>0
	<0
	>1
	
	

	Rejected
	<0
	>0
	<-1
	

	Ignored
	<0
	<0
	
	<-1

	Controversial
	>0
	>0
	
	>1
	

	Average
	*
	*
	*
	*
	


* Scores not belonging to the other categories

Table 2. Sociometric categories in terms of being (dis)liked

	Category
	All pupils
	SEN pupils

	Popular
	115  (  26.6 %)
	0   (   0    %)

	Average
	133  (  30.8 %)
	8   ( 38.1 %)

	Ignored
	76    (  17.6 %)
	3   ( 14.3 %)

	Controversial
	24    (    5.6 %)
	0   (   0    %)

	Rejected
	84    (  19.4 %)
	10 ( 47.6 %)

	Total
	432  (100    %)
	21 (100   %)


Table 3. Social position in terms of being (dis)liked

	      Teachers:

Pupils:
	Popular
	Average
	Ignored
	Contro-versial
	Rejected
	Total

	Popular
	
	
	
	
	
	0

	Average
	1
	4
	1
	2
	
	8

	Ignored
	
	2
	
	1
	
	3

	Controversial
	
	
	
	
	
	0

	Rejected
	
	2
	
	5
	3
	10

	Totaal
	1
	8
	1
	8
	3
	21


Table 4. Sociometric categories in terms of  performing a task together

	Category

	All pupils
	SEN pupils

	Popular
	122  (28.2 %)
	1    (  4.8 %)

	Average
	123  (28.5 %)
	3    (14.3 %)

	Ignored
	67    (15.5 %)
	5    (23.8 %)

	Controversial
	19    (  4.4 %)
	0    (  0    %)

	Rejected
	101  (23.4 %)
	12  (57.1 %)

	Total
	432  (100  %)
	21  (100  %)


Table 5. Social position in terms of  performing a task together

	      Teachers:

Pupils:
	Popular
	Average
	Ignored
	Contro- versial
	Rejected
	Total

	Popular
	
	
	
	
	1
	1

	Average
	
	2
	1
	
	
	3

	Ignored
	
	3
	
	1
	1
	5

	Controversial
	
	
	
	
	
	0

	Rejected
	
	4
	1
	2
	5
	12

	Total
	0
	9
	2
	3
	7
	21


Table 6. Number of friends

	Teachers:

Pupils:
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	Total

	0
	3
	1
	2
	
	1
	7

	1
	3
	4
	2
	1
	
	10

	2
	
	1
	2
	
	
	3

	3
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	6
	6
	6
	1
	1
	20


Missing: 1

Table 7. Frequency of being bullied

	         Teachers:

Pupils:
	(Almost) never
	Some times per month
	Some times per week
	Total

	(Almost) never 
	7  (1)
	2
	
	9

	Some times per month
	2  (1)
	2  (2)
	1  (1)
	5

	Some times per

week
	1  (1)
	2  (2)
	1
	4

	Total
	10
	6
	2
	18


- Missing: 3

- Between brackets pupils with standardscore above 1

Table 8. Frequency of bullying

	        Teachers:

Pupils:
	(Almost)

 never
	Some times

 per month
	Some times

 Per 
week
	Total

	(Almost) never 
	7  (1) 
	3
	4  (1)
	14

	Some times per month
	2  (1)
	(1)
	1  (1)
	3

	Some times per

week
	1
	2
	
	3

	Total


	10
	5
	5
	20


- Missing: 1

- Between brackets: pupils with standardscore above 1



