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Abstract

Bullying is an issue that is difficult to be eliminated in schools. Bully activity in school is a discipline problem and
may interrupt the teaching and learning process. It often receives attention from parents who are concerned that
such activity can develop into fights, which can lead to serious injury or even death. The study was conducted in
one secondary school in Kuala Lumpur. The case study intends to gather in depth information about bullying
factors in school. The school was chosen based on the information from teachers about the existence of a relatively
serious case of bullying. From in depth interviews that was conducted towards 20 students, the researcher found
that bullying factors included aspects of the students personalities such as ego, irritability, revenge, fun, the
influence of others and elements of racism.
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1. Introduction

Bullying can be described as a way of treating people roughly with the intent of showing one’s strength. Indirectly,
it makes the victim feel weak and respect the bullies. In other words, bullying is aggressive behavior, which can be
either physical or psychological, performed repeatedly with a victim and aims to make them feel uncomfortable,
insecure, and isolated from those around them. Overall, bullying is a negative attitude: it makes other people into
victims and may cause illness and discomfort to others (Khalim & Norshidah, 2007).

Khalim (2014), categorized bullying into two types; direct and indirect. Direct bullying involves physical contact
such as hitting, punching, kicking, threatening, slapping, pulling, pushing, or pinching to cause injuries to the
victim. This is also known as physical bullying. The most violent forms of this bullying may cause death. Indirect
bullying with insults and teasing effects the victim in psychological and emotional ways. It is also known as a
mental bully. For example, if the student’s name or the name of their father is quite unusual, then other students
might tease them for it. While this type of bullying receives less attention from mass media, it is quite serious. Both
categories of bullying are very dangerous because they can affect the emotional and social development of a
student. If bullying occurs within 10-15 percent, it is considered serious.

Bullying is an issue that continues to get attention from researchers, educators, parents and students (DeVoe et al.,
2005). There is a general view that considers verbal bullying a common aspect of childhood. Every day 160,000
students are afraid to go to school for fear of bullying (Edwards, 2004). However, the researchers found that
bullying is a problem that can affect a student’s future life (DeVoe, Kaffenberger, & Chandler, 2005).

In Malaysia, several examples demonstrate that bullying in schools should be given serious attention. For example,
a student from one of the school in Kuala Lipis, Pahang, faces the risk of paralysis of his entire life after being
kicked in the back with police cadet’s shoes into a closet by a group of form five and form three students. The
victim was bullied by form five students and form three students who knocked him down with a wooden closet.
Consequently, he suffered spinal cord injuries and may be permanently paralyzed. In addition, there is the case of
another student in a secondary in Batu Pahat who lost his kidney and, spleen, and suffered damage to his liver, and
gall bladder after being beaten by a group of senior students (New Sunday Times, 7 April 2004). Another case, a
boy was beaten to death at the hostel dorm. Cyber-bullying has also been exposed on YouTube in Malaysia. The
latest victim was a form three students from Sarawak were bullied by ten students also at the hostel dorm (Berita
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Minggu, 1 March 2009). Such incident proved that bullying is a very serious matter, which gave high concern from
teachers, parents and the Ministry of Education. The following section will discuss past studies related to school
bullying

According to De Voe, Kaffenberger, and Chandler (2005), bullying can be categorized as a breach of discipline in
school. It is a disciplinary issue that has attracted attention from the society and mass media. This is because
victims of bullying have a higher risk for experiencing various psychological problems such as social and
emotional disturbances. Victims of bullying fear being in school or classrooms because they often become the
targets of bullying. This leads to changes in behavior; truancy, depression and a variety of behaviors that lead to
failure in school. This is a serious issue that needs to be addressed by the school (Edwards, 2004).

There are several studies on the behavior of bullying in Malaysia. Abdul-Latif (2005) carried out a study on 480
students in Johor. The study found that only 22.7% stated that they had been bullied once. 2.5% of students said
they were bullied once to twice a week, while 5.6% said they were bullied once or twice per month and 11.9% said
they were rarely bullied (once or twice a year). This measure indicates the low level of bullying behavior especially
in the Batu Pahat district. Meanwhile, Noran-Fauziah (2004) has demonstrated that 95.8% of middle school
students and 82.7% primary school students were psychologically bullied while 65.3% of middle school students
and 56% of elementary school students were physically bullied. A review by Mahadi (2007) among students of
religious school in Sarawak, found that verbal bullying is the most dominant form of bullying among students. The
study showed that physical bullying is more dominant than emotional bullying. The study also found that the
students often became bullies because they wanted to show that they were strong, and that older students did it to
boast.

Study on bullying abroad such as a study by Verkuyten and Thijs (2002). Found that one of the reasons for
bullying is racism. Their study in Netherlands demonstrated that existing racism was closely related to the
processes of the bullying. Turks ethnic, Surinamese and Moroccans often become victims of bullying by whites in
Holland. This lead to fights, insults and a feeling of alienation from whites among these ethnic groups. In Ireland,
bullying is also closely linked to issues of racism between whites with Chinese, South Asians, and Black Africans
(Connolly, 2002). Studies in the United States showed 14% of pupils between the ages of 12 to 18 years had been
bullied in school: 13% physically, and 7% mentally. The number of students who bully seems too decreased as
grade level in school increases (De Voe et al., 2005). Past studies clearly describe the seriousness of bullying. Such
study should be conducted in Malaysia to analyze the problems of bullying in local schools. This will give
additional information to implement more proactive measures to be taken by school administrators to curtail the
problems of bullying among students.

2. Theoretical Framework

In discussing negative behaviors such as bullying, Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, states that there are
three internal elements that often collide and try to assert themselves (Woolfolk, 2012). These three elements are
the Id, Ego and Superego. These three factors often conflict with each other. The Id refers to base elements such as
pleasure. The Ego refers to the elements that affect the individual, the person understands the values and principles
of human societies and cultures, but still violates and refuses to comply with these resolutions. The Superego refers
to the element that understands the value of human societies and cultures as well as regulations and will submit to
the resolving power of the individual. If the individual achieves the superego then they will act according to the
rules in the framework of religion and society. Bullies are controlled by the Id and Ego. There are bullies that bully
just for the fun of it. They also recognize that bullying is not accepted because their actions are against the school
rules and religion. Their behavior would invite disciplinary action if school authorities caught it.

Humanistic theory also emphasized the development of behavior through external influences such as peers, family,
the environment and so on, and the individual’s ability to choose how to behave (Woolfolk, 2012). In some cases,
their peers or the effects of watching violent films influence bullying behavior. This is supported by Bandura
(1986), in Social Learning Theory, which states that learning occurs through observation. Children who often
watch violent films will be affected by such violence. However, according to humanistic theory, individuals also
have the ability to choose how to behave. If he chooses not to act roughly toward others, he is capable of doing so.
The two theories give the individual the onus of choosing to act as a bully.

3. Methods

This is a case study whereby interviews were conducted in one of the secondary school in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
Thus, the limitation of the study is only in this particular secondary school in Kuala Lumpur. The result of the study
cannot be made generalization of bullying problems in Malaysia. Interviews were conducted among twenty
students who were involved in bullying their peers in the school. The age of the respondent are between 16 and 17.
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All of the students were male. Nine of them were Malays, six were Indians and five Chinese. The information for
choosing the respondent was given by the Senior Assistant of Student Affairs of the school. A focused interview
was carried out to acquire information about the factors that encouraged bullying. The researcher also obtained
information about the nature of bullying that happened in the school. Important themes related to the factors that
encouraged bullying was extracted from the answers given by the respondents. These themes served as the basis
for discussing the factors that contributed for bullying among the students.

Question of the study

1) Why were the students involved with bullying at school?
2) What encouraged bullying behavior?

3) What actions did the school reacted to address bullying?
4) What were the results of these disciplinary actions?

Data analysis is descriptive with the percentages. The information from the interviews was transferred in the
form of verbatim. The major themes were discussed below.

4. Results

The findings showed that there were various factors that encouraged bullying. Among them is the desire to make
money. The money was used to purchase cigarettes outside schools or eat at the canteen during lunch hour in
school. The amount of money collected did not exceed RM 10.00. The study found that these bullies were not from
low income families. They are able to purchase cigarettes or food in the canteen on their own but they were more
satisfied earning money from other people. Most of the students come from middle or upper class families, in other
words, families without financial problems. They felt satisfied earning money by bullying. The findings are in line
with research by Wan-Salwina et al. (2014) who found no association between bullying and low social economic
status.

15 students stated that they defended friends because of personal feelings of belonging. Of the 15 students, 9 were
Malays, 4 were Indians and 2 were Chinese. They would act at any time to defend students of their ethnic when
bullied by other ethnic. Sometimes bullying between ethnic groups occurred because of actions as trivial as eye
contact. These incidents led to verbal insults, which in turn led into fights between students of different ethnic
groups. These were serious physical bullying incidents because it involved the use of weapons such as iron, wood
and knives. This led to a more serious incident, which involved fight between ethnic groups outside the school
compound. The schools under the study had seen a series of fights involving ethnic groups in the school that spread
out of the school. Sometimes students involved with bullying other ethnic groups stated that the other ethnic group
started the fight. According to the statement given by the disciplinary teacher of the school, fights between ethnic
groups occurred in the canteen while all the students were eating. This is where the ethnic difference is seen most
clearly, when students involved with the fights are able to encourage other students from the same ethnic groups to
help them. The researchers even saw fights while attempting to collect data on the schools involved. When a
student asked the question why the fights occurred, the response received was “Those students just love to fights
with my ethnic. They humiliate us by saying our ethnic as stupid and lazy. The student continued, “...Then they
started beating students from my ethnic. That’s an insult to all of us. I will not just let my friends beaten up and
humiliated!” The student added, “...Sometimes it seems like the teacher will protect pupils of their own race and
blame us alone.” These are the reason given by students who bullied.

Other students said they bullied because they were unhappy seeing the success of other students. Jealousy caused
bullies to use harsh language against the victim. This has to do with the student’s sense of inferiority to others who
are more intelligent. They may assume that successful students are arrogant and egoistic or “trying to show off.”
Finally, some students said they bullied because they had been hired to do so by friends. They were hired to
threaten and beat up other students. They did these usually for wages ranging from RMS5.00 to RM20.00. Those
who earn money in this way are also from a well being families. These students, 5 in total, have a great physique.
People who paid them usually hired a bully because of trouble over girlfriends among the students, of if a
boyfriend seduced by other girl students in the school. These are the main reasons that mercenary bullies admitted.
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Table 1. Answers of students involved in bullying

Question

Answer

Why are you bullying your
classmates?

2. What is the type of bullying?

Are you bullying alone or together
with other?

Do you feel satisfied after bullying
your classmates?

What kinds of bullying have you
done to your friends?

3. What actions has the school
taken to handle bullying at school?

To obtain money.

“I bully because I can get money, about one Malaysia Ringgit. I buy
cigarettes with that money. It is not that I can’t afford it, but I like getting
money in that way”. (Student 2).

“I can get paid for bully. Just tell me who you want to be warned. I will
warn that person”. (Student 6).

2. To defend a friend of the same race. Students feel obliged to defend
their members of their race when they are abused.

“I can’t stand if kids from other races beat kids of my race. I must help my
race”. (Student 13).

“I don’t like that race because they always create trouble in school. They
should be taught a lesson. I must help other students of the same race if
others try to mess with us”. (Student 5)

3. Do not like arrogance or egoism.

“I really don’t like to see that kid showing off. I have to give him a
warning. If we fight I’ll have to hit him”. (Student 19).

4. Dont likes to be humiliated.

“If other students look at me that way, it’s like they’re insulting me. I’ve
got to beat him up. That’s what I care about”. (Student 4).

5. Do not like others who are more cleverer than him.

“I think clever student are showing off. They don’t want to help others.
I’ve got to give them a warning!” (Student 1).

18 students stated that they bullied with other students. Only 2 students
bullied others by themselves.

The majority (15 students) said they were satisfied. The 5 other students
claimed they had not been satisfied.

12 bullies attacked physically with punches and kicks.
5 bullies had used wood and knives several times.

3 bullies had only used hurtful words.

12 students were suspended from school for one week and parents were
called to discuss the issue with the school.

5 students were suspended from school for two weeks and parents were
called to discuss the issue with the principal or Senior Assistant of Student
Affairs.

3 students were only warned.

All students involved were directed to make an agreement with their
parents that they would behave better.

All pupils were given counseling by a school counselor.
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4. What were the effects of 18 students were no longer involved in bullying.

disciplinary action by the school? 2 students are facing a school transfer on their parents’ initiative. These

students used weapons to bully other students even after having been
suspended and signing a letter of agreement.

12 students acknowledge their actions influenced by emotion. They
recognized that their actions were not right and were aware of the
mistakes that they had made.

8 students considered their actions justified because their victims were
arrogant and needed to be taught a lesson.

The study also found many cases of bullying done in groups of more than one student. Only two students surveyed
bullied on their own. 17 bullies used physical contact when bullying, including slaping, kicking and hitting with
hands, sticks and knives in addition to verbal abuse with words of warning, curses and insults. 3 bullies relied soley
on verbal bullying surch as abusive words, warnings, curses and insults.

Table 2. Action plan for the offense of bullying

No. Offense of bullying Action
l. Bullying for the first time First Warning
Counseling

Letter of Notice to Parents

One Strike with a Cane (if severe)

2. Bullying for the second time Second Warning
Counseling
Parents called in to discuss and sign an agreement
One Strike with a Cane

3. Bullying for the third time Third Warning
Counseling
One strike with a cane
Two weeks of school suspension

* After suspension, parent will sign a letter to gurantee that their child
will behave accordingly with the school’s regulation.

4. Bullying for the fourth time Expelled from school

The policy of the school is to give a first warning, second warning, last warning, school suspension and then
expulsion. When the first warning is issued, students are sent for counseling. For recurring cases, the second
warning issued to students, they are caned once on the buttocks and parents are called to discuss and ratify an
agreement to assure their children will behave well and not repeat the offense and agree to a second round of
counseling. If the behavior continues the students are caned once, suspended from school for two weeks, the
parents sign a final agreement guaranteeing that their son will not repeat the offense and the students are given
counseling a third time. If they repeat such acts, the student will be expelled from schools and are not permitted to
make an appeal for the same school. So far, 18 students have demonstrated behavioral changes, while 2 students
involved with bullying are undergoing suspension of schooling for two weeks because they have reached their
third warning. The parents of the 2 students plan to transfer their children to another school for fear that their
child’s suspension has not changed their bullying behavior. 18 of the student’s admitted they were emotional while
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bullying other students and have acknowledged their mistakes to the parents and teachers.
5. Discussion

These findings show that, the racial element for bullying was fairly significant. This was an unhealthy
development as the Government is emphasizing the concept of “One Malaysia”. Based on the answers provided,
bullies are willing to defend a friend when they are humiliated or beaten up by students of other races. Even more
unfortunately, teachers also seem to play a role in encouraging racism in the school. This is beyond expectations.
Teachers are a model to their students. Students look up to these models and will emulate them in life. This is
dangerous for a multi-ethnic nation. This is in line with Bandura’s Social Learning theory (1986) that says humans
act are based on what is observed. If a teacher is biased toward a certain ethnic, students will observe this behavior
and it is possible that they will adopt it in the future. This is a very dangerous thing for countries that have a
diversity of ethnic groups. While this is only one case study, these findings suggest that potential cases of bullying
in other racially mixed school might also take on this racial element. The Ministry of Education should always be
in contact with the State Education Department regarding matters concerning ethnicity because it will hinder
building future human capital to develop good citizens of the country. This can affect the unity among different
ethnics and affect the stability of the nation (Khalim, Johari, Fazilah, Mansor, & Norshidah, 2014). The Ministry
of Education has carried out several programs so that the basis of strong unity can be imbued and reinforced in
schools because they are the human capital that should be given serious attention. Schools involved however have
acted wisely by implementing an integrated Student Unity Program (RIMUP) for bridging racial divides among
students. However, teachers who are from various ethnic groups should play an active role in support of the efforts
of the Ministry to make the involvement of the students more comprehensive. We do not wish to see a few teachers
that create racial tensions among students. According to the Social Learning Theory, aggressive behavior is
instrumental behavior controlled by strengthening and external rewards (Bandura, 1986). Teachers need to
cultivate an environment of unity at schools by acting with a positive attitude toward students different ethnics.
Students will emulate teachers if they act in this way.

The finding of the study also shows that physical bullying is a serious issue in schools. It was supported by other
research done in Malaysia (Wan-Salwina et al., 2014; Norelawaty, Zuria, & Noran-Fauziah, 2008). Students
involved used sharp weapons such as knives and iron as well as physical attacks such as kicking and beating. This
behavior can lead to serious injury or even death. These findings demonstrate that the school is no longer safe for
students, in accordance with studies conducted by Noran-Fauziah (2004). The use of dangerous weapons is an
aggressive behavior. Bullies could have imitated the behavior of characters in the many violent films shown in
local theaters (Connor, 2002). One of the reasons why those who observe bullying will likely to adopt bullying
behavior themselves (Khalim, 2014). The Social Learning Theory is a blended of Theoretical Reinforcement
(Stimulus—response) and Cognitive Theory. It explains human behavior as the result of interactions between
cognition and the environment and human behavior. Even so, Social Learning Theory does not ignore the
cognitive aspect. People still have the ability to shape their own behavior. This is where the role of teachers in
helping students to make the choice between good and bad behavior becomes important. The teacher must not be
biased. They should not be influenced by elements of racism or ethnocentrism.

Verbal bullying was the most widely performed type of bullying. Although it might not seem to have a direct effect,
it must be controlled because it may affect the victim’s emotional and psychological state. Victims of bullying will
have the sense of fear to attend school. It is possible that they will become resentful and bully others one day.
Bullying is also associated with low self-esteem (Khalim, 2014). Through bullying, bullies with low self-esteem
boost their self-esteem by victimizing others. Bullies wish to dominate others (victim) to feel powerful and
appreciated while victims of bullying feel a loss of appreciation and self-confidence. Healthy self-esteem is one of
the basic needs of human beings, and the inability to meet or satisfy these needs will have a deep negative impact
on the growth and development of youths, especially students in secondary schools. Bullying is destructive and
damages self-esteem. It needs to be disciplined and dealt with immediately in children and teenagers. Bullying
therefore must be reported to teachers, who also need to be sensitive to such actions. The school needs to move
decisively with parents, the State Education Department and the Ministry of Education should provide support to
teachers so that teachers can curb bullying more effectively. The school should play a more proactive role by
promoting an aggressive student-specific plan. This may be initiated by the Counseling Unit or the Moral
Education Unit in collaboration with Disciplinary Unit in various schools. Comprehensive school-based programs
are the most effective way to address the problem of bullying in schools (Khalim, 2014).

6. Conclusion

Bullying is a problem that must be addressed in an integrated manner by parents and teachers with support from the
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State Education Department and Ministry of Education. Each need should interact effectively and professionally,
and did not allow emotion to disrupt the process. In schools, bullying must be identified at the micro before it
spreads to the macro level. Schools have to plan programs that nurture students from various ethnic groups,
because unhealthy activities such as bullying can affect inter-ethnic relations in schools. A comprehensive program
involving the entire school machinery such as teachers and parents must be carried out with a full sense of
responsibility so that we may develop quality human capital for the sake of our beloved nation. The school’s
governing body must also be transparent in reporting disciplinary problems especially involving bullying and
fights, to the Ministry of Education, which can then be more proactive at the national level. It will facilitate the
development of human capital more effectively. The home institution can also play an important role in promoting
the welfare of its members. The family is an important locus in the process of understanding and improving
personal character and the communal environment among family members and especially students. In the family,
the guidance of parents will shape the personality of individual students. All parties need to work together to solve
problems such as bullying, because we do not want schools as an educational institution to encourage violent and
cruel behavior. They must instead provide training intended to develop people that are useful to our society, nation
and religion.
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