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1. Introduction 

This paper aims to use a sequence analysis approach to understand the problem of 

direct physical bullying in schools. Given the high prevalence of bullying in schools it 

is important to provide teachers and local education authorities (LEAs) with as much 

information as possible to allow them to make an informed decision about the anti-

bullying procedures that they implement. Sequence analysis is arguably a novel 

approach to understanding bullying as it considers the entire situation by analysing 

the component parts and not just focusing on the outcome itself. This paper uses 

research from both educational and sequence analysis domains to discuss their 

compatibility and efficacy of being used in conjunction with one another.  

1.1 What is bullying? 

“Bullying is a subtype of aggressive behaviour in which the perpetrator exerts power 

over a weaker victim through various means including physical size or strength, age 

or psychological advantage and which is repeated over time.” (Vaillancourt, Hymel 

and McDougall 2003). Bullying is an age old problem that consistently occurs in 

schools with Porter (2007) stating that 1/5 school children are bullied at least once 

per week, and 50% of pupils are bullied at least once in their school lives. Mytton 

et.al. (2006) outline the shocking statistics that in 2000, 565 children and young 

adults aged 10-29 died worldwide due to interpersonal violence, and many more are 

injured physically and emotionally. They argued that “Often the perpetrators of the 

violent behaviours are the peers of the victims” (Mytton et.al. 2006). These statistics 

highlight the severity of bullying and the problem that it poses to schools, teachers 

and most importantly the students themselves.  

Types of bullying 

Physical displays of aggression are arguably the stereotypical bullying behaviours 

considered, however, they are not the only type. Other forms include; verbal bullying 

e.g. using abusive language, indirect relational bullying e.g. ostracising the victim 

from the social group and the more recent, cyber bullying, where victims are targeted 

via electronic mediums such as mobile phones and the internet. All of these types of 

bullying can have a very negative impact on the victims, and in some cases, long 

term negative impacts on the bullies themselves. Mytton et.al. (2006) argued that 

early aggressive behaviour has been linked to negative consequences later in life 

including persistent offending and adult displays of violence.   

Not only does bullying occur in a variety of forms, but it is also affected by a complex 

societal dynamic between an array of different individuals. While many would 

stereotype a typical bullying situation to be a bully against their victim, there are 

other contributing roles highlighted by Salmivalli (1996, 1999) such as; “assistants”, 

who directly help the bully in their actions, “reinforcers”, who do not directly attack 

the victim but provide the bully with positive social feedback, “defenders” who show 

displays of anti-bullying behaviour, this can be standing up to the bully or even 
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comforting the victim and “outsiders” or “bystanders”, this role is the one carried out 

by the individuals that stand on the side lines, they may not be directly involved with 

the bullying but they also do not do anything to stop it. Twemlow (2001) argued that 

bystanders are “the invisible engine in the cycle of bullying” perpetuating its 

occurrence, and henceforth arguably pose a problem to whole school interventions.  

A power imbalance and compelling need to exert power over a weaker individual are 

common themes seen in bullying interactions. Bullies tend to target victims that are 

weaker than themselves; this can be physically, mentally, emotionally or even 

socially. Whilst the physical impact of bullying can be traumatic and leave marks or 

scars, the mental and emotional impact also needs to be addressed in order to 

minimise the negative impact of the situation and prevent long term consequences.  

Bullying Interventions 

There are many different approaches developed to help tackle the problem of 

bullying in schools. One successful approach is the Olweus Bullying Prevention 

Program (OBPP) which has had great success in Norway, with the “First Bergen 

Project Against Bullying” implementing OBPP between 2001 and 2006 and seeing 

relative reductions in bullying between 40-50.9%.  

Whilst an array of approaches provides choice it may also result in confusion. The 

U.S Surgeon General’s report, cited in Mytton et.al. (2006), argued that “hundreds of 

violence prevention programmes were being used in American schools without full 

understanding of their effect sizes”. According to the NSPCC research briefing 

(2010), in England, Wales and Northern Ireland it is a necessity under government 

legislation to ensure that an anti-bullying strategy is in place in every school. In 

Scotland, although it is not compulsory, it is strongly recommended. Schools have 

flexibility in what method they use and hence the nature of the program can vary 

between schools. It is therefore important to provide educators with as much 

information as possible in order for them to make an informed decision about what 

strategies will be best in their schools and how to monitor their effectiveness to 

minimise confusion and inconsistencies.   

1.2 What is sequence analysis? 

John Stuart Mill (1851) argued that “Of all truths relating to phenomena, the most 

valuable to us are those which relate to the order of their succession.” He argues 

that understanding the sequences of events is the key to understanding what is 

going on, this is the underlying principle in sequence analysis. Sequence analysis 

involves looking at a sequence of events and breaking it down into observable units. 

Once the analyst has these units they can look at the trajectory from unit to unit and 

determine any behavioural patterns between them. Understanding what occurs in 

these transitions can help us to understand the action sequence as a whole.  
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Figure 1. Figure 1 is an illustrative example of how sequence analysis works.  

Question: Imagine this sequence of shapes to represent different behaviours in a social interaction 

that starts off as being physical and aggressive and gradually digresses to a more passive ambience. 

How do we progress from the angry emotion expressed as a red circle to the passive feelings 

expressed as a green pentagon? 

 

 

 

 

Answer: By using sequence analysis. In order to fully understand the direct route of the behaviours, 

the analyst, according to the principles of sequence analysis, would need to look at the more indirect 

route, and consider the relationship between each pair of shapes and track how the behaviour 

changes across all of these pairs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Robert Freed Bales was a professor at Harvard University and one of his key 

research interests was looking at interpersonal interactions of individuals in small 

groups. Bales wanted to look at recurring patterns, which he felt were useful in 

problem solving groups, he coded the content of “verbal communication” (Flanders, 

1970. p.247) using a sequence analysis approach in order to do this. His first coding 

system was the Interactive Process Analysis (IPA), this was used to make 

classifications between “task-oriented” and “relationship-oriented” (Smith, 2008) 

behaviours in groups. The IPA was later revised and became the Systematic Multiple 

Level Observation in Groups (SYMLOG) system.  
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The SYMLOG system was based on “three fundamental dimensions [that] structure 

interaction in groups” (Smith, 2008). These three dimensions, according to Smith 

(2008), were; 

 “Dominance/Submission” 

 “Friendliness/Unfriendliness” 

 “Acceptance of authority/Non-acceptance of authority” 

These dimensions coincide with Miller’s assertion as they were useful as coding 

systems; by understanding the smaller chunks that guide behaviour one can gain an 

insight into the wider behaviour and consequences as a whole. The concepts of 

dominance, submission and authority will be particularly poignant in this paper given 

the role of power and control in the problem of bullying.  

How can this data be analysed? 

In their book “Observing Interaction: An introduction to sequential analysis” Bakeman 

and Gottman (1997) discuss a variety of ways in which sequential data and codings 

can be analysed. One method is “timed event sequences” these can be used to 

observe the frequency of events and can highlight which events tend to occur more 

often as preceding events. Another method is “time-series analysis” which is 

applicable when categorical data is used, as changes in interactions over time can 

be observed and is a particularly useful method in detecting problems with the 

coding system itself. This could make it a useful tool in piloting studies for new 

sequence analysis methodologies.  

What to consider regarding sequence analysis methodology 

One risk which must be considered regarding sequential data is the increased risk of 

a Type I error, this is where the null hypothesis is falsely rejected. This is in 

comparison to a Type II error where the null hypothesis is not rejected when it should 

be. Bakeman and Gottman (1997) argue that sequential analyses often depend on a 

large amount of codes and an increased number of events in a sequence. They 

believe this to be problematic in increasing the risk of a type I error as more tests are 

being carried out and hence there is more chance of something being viewed as 

significant when in fact it is not. This emphasises the need for the use of clearly 

defined categories and hypotheses to remove analytical ambiguity.   

2. Bringing sequence analysis into a school setting 

2.1 Using children as participants 

Rausch (1965) believed that control helps to maintain a social balance, and hence 

could be viewed as a homeostatic type regulator in a social system. He believed that 

the organisation of patterns is especially important when two or more variables are 

involved and that control can affect the pattern of action. This is particularly poignant 



C83PAD Lauren Tasker 4080950 

Page | 7 
 

in a complex social setting such as a school where there are many different social 

groups in place, for example year groups, form groups and friendship groups. 

Rausch (1965) used children as the participants in his study as he argued that their 

social interactions were different to those of adults. Parten (1932) also used children 

as participants in her systematic observations of children. Parten’s research was not 

sequential in nature however, it was systematic in its use of a coding system to 

observe the levels of social interactions among children during play, a useful tool to 

consider when observing children’s interactions.  

These researchers demonstrate the importance of studying bullying at the different 

levels in which it occurs as it is not possible to apply workplace models of bullying to 

school settings given the difference between the interaction styles of children and 

adults. 

2.2 Immediately preceding acts 

Rausch (1965) noted the importance of immediately preceding acts, suggesting that 

“A’s” acts can account for 30% of the variance of “B’s” acts. Such a notion could be 

extremely useful in a sequence analysis approach as certain actions could be 

identified as triggers for subsequent, more severe actions. This can again be 

illustrated by considering the diagram in Figure 1. It is extremely important however 

to interpret such a notion with extreme caution, especially in relation to direct 

physical bullying as the complex interplay of variables can cause situational 

differences. This is especially poignant in the light of Barker’s assertions that it is 

important for us to be aware of the multifaceted nature of actions, especially when 

there are a variety of contributing factors. A key example of this in bullying can be 

seen where a child may be a victim of bullying however, the negative effects seen 

may not always be solely caused by the bullying itself, there may be a complex array 

of other variables including those in the home situation contributing to effect seen. It 

is important when researching approaches to tackling bullying, that we do not lose 

sight of the need for an individual case by case analysis to supplement the broader 

understanding. 

2.3 Flanders’ Interaction Analysis System 

Flanders (1970) introduced a sequence analysis approach to classroom interactions. 

His work focused on understanding the interactions that occur in an educational 

setting in order to develop measures to make teachers and the education that they 

provide more effective. This includes analysing the content of the language used in 

the classroom, amount of direction given to pupils and the behavioural cycles seen.  

Flanders used his understanding of classroom dynamics and interactions to develop 

his Interaction Analysis System (IAS). This is a research tool used to help teachers 

to improve the interaction skills that they use in the classroom by highlighting the 

interactions that currently take place. This was applied in a classroom setting with 
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Flanders (1970) describing classroom interaction analysis as the complex interplay 

of “many systems” used to arrange “the data into a useful display” (Flanders, 1970. p 

28) this highlights the dynamic nature of classroom interactions. Observations of 

classroom interactions take place in blocks, with the nature of an action being 

recorded every three seconds. This data is then input into a matrix so the frequency 

of certain behaviours can be seen, especially in conjunction with other behaviours as 

well as to see who dominates classroom time and interactions. 

How to form and use a matrix 

The NOVA Southeastern University: Centre for teaching and learning website 
discusses the work and methodologies of Flanders in depth, specifically the use and 
formation of his interaction matrices. Every three seconds the action seen is 
recorded and assigned to a category by an observer. The behaviour categories are 
determined before the observations begin. The list would then look something like 
this; 1, 2, 4, 7, 3, 2, 8,10 ,3 ,5 … The next step is to pair up the numbers using each 
number twice, for example the pairs in the list shown here would be; (1,2), (2,4), (4, 
7), (7, 3), (3,2), (2, 8), (8, 10), (10, 3) and (3, 5). These are then entered onto a 
matrix, (see figure 2.) using the first number for the Y-axis point and the second 
number for the X axis point. The frequency at which the interaction of these two 
behaviours is seen is recorded and a total calculated at the end for each behaviour 
pair and an overall total. This can then be used to highlight the more dominant 
actions. 
 
Figure 2. A 10 x 10 matrix similar to those used in Flanders Interaction Analysis 

research 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1  1         

2    1    1   

3  1   1      

4       1    

5           

6           

7   1        

8          1 

9           

10   1        

Total 0 2 2 1 1 0 1 1 0 1 

 

Flanders’ approach is important as it shows how behaviours in a school setting can 

be broken down and analysed in order to better understand interactions on a much 

larger scale. It success and use in education settings to this day suggest the utility of 

sequence analysis to educational issues.  
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2.4 Observing Playground Interactions 

Craig et.al.’s (2000) research noted the fact that there are “more opportunities to 

observe aggression and receive and initiate aggression in the playground than in the 

classroom” this highlights a consistency in setting for direct physical bullying. Craig 

et.al. (2000) argued that whilst more direct aggression was seen in the playground, 

more indirect aggression was seen in the classroom. They also noted that it was the 

more non-aggressive children that tended to bully in the playground whereas the 

more aggressive children would bully in the classroom where the risk of being caught 

is potentially higher, showing clear differences in the behaviours seen in different 

types of bullying.  

Craig et.al.’s (2000) sample followed 34 children in the playground. A video camera 

had been set up and each child wore a microphone so their interactions could be 

recorded. Under ethical considerations, each child was aware that they were being 

recorded. It was found that the teacher will intervene in one out if six cases of 

playground bullying and one out of five cases of classroom bullying, displaying a 

need for teachers to increase their awareness of the physical actions in a 

playground, where, according to this research, direct physical bullying occurs more 

often.  

3. Direct physical bullying from a sequence analysis viewpoint 

3.1 Ideas for addressing the issue 

Craig et.al.’s (2000) research shows that it is possible to both observe and analyse 

the behaviours of children in the playground. From looking at the success of Craig 

et.al.’s (2000) field study and Flanders Interaction Analysis System, both of which 

were in an educational setting, it may be poignant to consider a way in which the two 

can be used in conjunction with each other in order to investigate direct physical 

bullying in the playground.  

Taking Craig et.al.’s (2000) methodology, one could record the interactions of 

children in a playground setting, for this research to be valid it would be important to 

study as many different playground settings as possible to ensure that any 

consistencies in the interactions seen were not a feature of that particular school or 

LEA.  

The purpose of recording the children’s’ interactions on a video camera would be to 

look at how they physically engage with each other, whether the bully seems to 

stand in a certain manner, and whether any others involved, for example, reinforcers 

or assistants show any consistencies in the way in which they act towards both the 

victim and the bully. In Ainsworth et.al.’s “Strange Situation” (1973) the infant’s 

movements were monitored in order to understand their interaction styles, therefore 

this paper proposes that a similar method is applied to direct physical bullying 

interactions. However, Flanders (1970) discusses the problem of using video 
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technology in his microteaching approach, given the risk of equipment failure. This 

could be problematic, however, he does also advocate the use of distinct categories, 

these could arguably be used to supplement and strengthen the videotape 

methodology, using a traditional pen and paper method alongside modern 

technology.  

It would also be important to record the words used by different people in the 

situation, as bullying is a multifaceted problem it is important to understand as much 

about the interactions as possible. From looking at the physical and verbal side of 

direct physical bullying at the same time it may be possible to see if any physical 

actions trigger certain phrases and verbal interactions, or vice versa. This is 

especially important given Rausch’s (1965) notions about immediately preceding 

acts.  

Flanders (1970) also believed that when one considers social interactions it is the 

quality of talk that is important not the quantity, whilst this notion was directed 

towards the teacher pupil relationship it may be interesting to explore it at the pupil 

level alone, in peer conversation. Flanders’ ten category system (cited in Flanders, 

1970) was weighted more towards teacher actions than pupils’ as it was felt that their 

authority in the situation would allow them to dominate. This could be applied to 

bullying interactions with more focus on the bully’s actions, given the power 

imbalance characteristic of this domain. Gellert (1962) also highlighted the fact that a 

child’s dominance will increase in the presence of a submissive peer, again 

highlighting the prevalence of dominance and submission seen in Bale’s SYMLOG 

system.  

In Flanders IPA the interactions were recorded every three seconds, therefore a 

similar time period could be used when analysing bullying sequences. Regarding 

rating the interactions, it would also be important for each case of direct physical 

bullying seen to be rated by more than one researcher to reduce experimenter 

biases. When the actions have been rated across the set time period they can be 

entered into an interaction matrix like that used by Flanders, this can show who 

tends to dominate the interactions. Time series analysis plots can also be used in 

order to observe the trajectory of each case and the sequence in which certain 

actions occur. 

Charach et.al. (1995) noted that many children did not intervene in bullying situations 

to help their peers because they themselves felt a lack of teacher support. Through 

researching the problem of bullying in more depth, it may be possible to help 

teachers to understand the interactions better and hence be more effective in 

response to it. Flanders’ IPA was used to help make teachers more effective and 

improve the skills used in the classroom using a sequence analysis approach, 

highlighting the potential for similar approaches to be made to understand direct 

physical bullying in the playground.   
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3.2 Limitations to the approach 

Ethics 

It would be imperative for fully informed consent to be obtained from all parents of 

the children involved in this study. It would also be important to talk to the children 

themselves about the study and explain what is going on and why the research is 

being carried out and give them the choice to participate.  

Given the nature of what would be being studied, when instances of bullying are 

detected it would be imperative to talk to the children afterwards and resolve the 

issues as quickly as possible; teachers must not be prevented from intervening at 

any point as the well-being of the children would be of the upmost importance. 

Schools should be allowed to deal with bullying as they normally would outside of the 

experimental procedure.  

Dynamic Nature of Bullying 

Bullying is a wide scale issue with direct physical bullying being only one part of the 

problem. This paper has only focused on direct physical bullying and proposed a 

possible investigative technique that could be applied to such bullying in one setting 

only, the playground. This is a major limitation of all research into bullying, especially 

that which would take a sequence analysis approach. Each interaction is different 

and there may be different motivations and contributing factors which could affect the 

outcome seen. Any findings seen in research like this must be interpreted with great 

caution and only in relation to the type of interactions that it has investigated.  

Porter (2007) noted that the playground isn’t the only setting for bullying, one 

alternative setting could be the bus stops outside school; however, she also noted 

the impracticalities involved in accessing these alternative settings. Even if it were 

possible to access them, it would arguably be an invasion of the children’s rights 

which is unethical and could lead to them having very negative feelings towards 

school which in turn could have a negative impact on their education and academic 

careers.  

Direct Physical Bullying is only one sub-type 

Forrester (as cited in Clarke & Crossland, 1985) argued that the simple units are too 

simple to study and that we should focus on the bigger picture, however, when 

considered in respect to bullying as a whole, this seems like a very big challenge. 

Direct physical bullying is only one sub-type of bullying; the type of research 

proposed here would only be applicable to a small sample of this type of bullying. It 

is important to note that this paper does not suggest that a sequence analysis 

approach can be used to understand all types of bullying. Instead its aim is to 

consider its use to understand one small part of it and hence see if such an 
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understanding can facilitate the development of knowledge in even a small area of 

such a large problem that affects children around the world.  

4. Conclusions 

This paper has outlined the problem of bullying, specifically direct physical bullying in 

schools. It also explains what sequence analysis is and how it has been previously 

applied in real world settings to understand the complex patterns seen in human 

interactions. Previous research shows how a sequence analysis approach had been 

successful in school settings to investigate things like teacher-pupil interactions. This 

suggests that it is possible to break down the behaviours seen in an educational 

setting and use sequence analysis methods to better understand them. From looking 

at past research into the problem of bullying in schools it can be seen how some 

researchers have monitored bullying behaviours and considered their frequency and 

effect in different settings. This paper suggests a way in which the success of these 

two domains could be combined and an investigative tool to researching one small 

aspect of bullying has been proposed. Given the fact that at present this research 

tool is no more than a speculative idea it is impossible to say with any conviction 

whether it would provide any valuable information to aid our understanding of the 

problem of bullying in schools. However, it does highlight the fact that behaviours are 

amenable to such analyses and explains how a sequence analysis understanding of 

the issue, even though it is only a small part of a larger problem, could facilitate 

current understanding of the area.  
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