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Abstract: Problem statement: The issue of cyberbullying is one that has raised the concerns of 
parents, educators and law enforcement. Today children have cell phones with internet access as young 
as age eleven and some have cell phones as young as age eight making them all vulnerable to 
cyberbullying. Approach: The aim of this study was to explore differences between third, fourth and 
fifth graders perceptions of cyberbullying as a function of having a cell phone, by gender and grade. 
Data was collected from 835 third, fourth and fifth graders in Massachusetts. Results: An analysis of 
the data revealed that 35 % of third, fourth and fifth graders had their own cell phone, 11.4% 
responded that they had received mean or hurtful email or text messages about them and 45.6% of the 
students responded that they had been bullied in school. Differences by grade and gender were 
examined. Results indicate that although 27% of respondents worry about being bullied online, only 
12% had someone talk to them about bullying online. Students in third grade were more in agreement 
that they worry about being bullied online and more strongly reported being afraid of being bullied by 
other students at school. Female respondents were more in agreement with the prevalence of 
cyberbullying or receiving hurtful emails and text messages about them and others. Conclusion: The 
findings suggest that students are provided with technology at young ages and receive very little 
guidance to protect them from cyberbullying.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 The virtual world poses both opportunities and 
risks for generation net. A number of factors influence 
those risks and opportunities. Educators and parents 
must be cognizant of the preference for technology over 
face to face interaction and must help guide children 
with safe online practices. Increased media attention to 
cyberbullying and online behavior emphasizes that 
many young people are concerned about both the real 
and virtual world. Given guidelines and provided with 
training on the risks with technology and online 
activity, our children can prevent cyberbullying and 
protect their online reputation.  
 For most children, sexting and texting are part of 
the online behaviors on which children are spending 
more and more of their time. Cyberbullying threatens 
the overall well being of our children and teenagers and 
there is little research that studies online behaviors of 
elementary age children that offers insight to their 
perceptions of the virtual world. Adults must 
understand the following five key areas that help keep 
the cyber interactions of children safe and healthy: 
technology use in children and youth; prevalence and 
impact of cyberbullying; sexting; texting and online 

reputation; the social and emotional side of bullying 
and preventing cyberbullying. 
 
Technology use in children and youth: Mishna et al. 
(2009) found that children are using technology at 
younger ages and that by underestimating their usage 
we may be failing to protect children from the dangers. 
As a parallel to Mishna et al. (2009), this study 
collected data, from 835 third, fourth and fifth graders 
in Massachusetts, approximately 23% of third and 
fourth graders have their own cell phone and in fifth 
grade that number doubles to approximately 55%. 
Mishna et al. (2009) findings support that cyberbullying 
occurs in front of peers and there are usually bystanders 
as in traditional bullying. Mishna et al. (2009) also 
reported that almost all children stated they would not 
share with their parents that they have experienced or 
witnessed cyberbullying. This supports the notion that 
adults must be aware and trained on how to guide 
children through cyber interactions to prevent 
cyberbullying.  
 
Prevalence and impact of cyberbullying: Li (2006) 
and Luan et al. (2008) found that cyberbullying is 
prevalent in our schools, that over a third of the cyber 
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victims had been harassed multiple times and that lose 
to half of the cyber bullies had bullied others more than 
three times using electronic means. Ybarra et al. (2006) 
support findings with their own findings that with 
traditional bullying, boys are more likely to bully than 
girls, however with online bullying, the incidents are 
equal. Boys are as likely as girls to bully others online. 
Data from the Second Youth Internet Safety Study 
(YISS-2, a national survey of 1,500 households of 
youth between the ages to 10-17) by Ybarra et al. 
(2006) showed that 1 in 3 youth reported that they had 
harassed someone online at last once in the previous 
year. Of the youth who said they harassed someone 
online, 82% said that someone else had said mean or 
hurtful things about them online. Cassidy et al. (2009) 
determined that young people want to dialogue about 
cyberbullying and suggest that schools need to provide 
opportunity for students to discuss cyberbullying, its 
impact and ways to prevent this behavior.  
 Over the last decade, research shows that 
cyberbullying has expanded and has become recognized 
as a serious issue among our youth (Ybarra and 
Mitchell, 2004). Cell phones and internet 
communication do not allow the opportunity for the 
parties to read visual clues. It is difficult if not 
impossible for children to know the impact of their 
communication. This anonymity can lead to serious 
aggression. Internet harassment is a health issue for 
both the harasser and the victim. They are subject to the 
same psychological stressors as other forms of bullying. 
 Educators, parents and law enforcement officials 
deal with the issues of cyberbullying with victims, 
perpetrators and bystanders. Before we can tackle this 
problem we must understand the online behavior of our 
children and understand their perceptions regarding 
cyberbullying and online activity overall. Students who 
are cyberbullied experience depression, anxiety, 
difficulty concentrating and often want to miss school. 
Ybarra and Mitchell (2007) support that students who 
perpetrate cyberbullying are more likely to engage in 
risky behavior. Students who receive these texts and 
view cyberbullying online also feel nervous and 
anxious over the exposure. Wang et al. (2009) 
discussed that positive parental behaviors protected 
adolescents from both bullying and being bullied, 
including cyberbullying.  
 
Sexting, texting and online reputation: In a study by 
PEW Internet and American Life Project, Lenhart and 
Madden (2007) reported that more than half of 
adolescents ages 12-18 had cell phones. Texting is 
regularly used among young people and more than 73% 
of teens to communicate. Additionally, over 55% teens 

age 12-17 use social networks with a posted profile and 
picture. Kowalski et al. (2007) define sexting as 
sending a text containing a nude or sexually explicit 
photo. It is essential to make students aware that these 
texts could be sent to thousands with a few clicks. Once 
disseminated, these photos and texts can harm their 
reputation and even constitute criminal activity. 
Research supports that sexting may have long term 
consequences that impact the future such as higher 
education choices and employment opportunities 
(Kowalski et al. 2007).  
 Kowalski et al. (2007) note that teens do not 
connect the risky sexting behavior with the possibility 
of any negative outcomes, because their brains are not 
fully developed; particularly the pre-fontal cortex that 
assesses risks and considers consequences. 
Additionally, they reinforce that parents need to talk to 
their children about the possible risks and dangers to 
themselves and others. Diliberto and Mattey (2009) 
discusses the role school nurses could play in schools to 
educate students and parents to both prevent legal 
action that may result from sexting and cyberbullying 
and to alert students and parents to the emotional stress 
that often accompany these behaviors. Cassidy et al. 
(2009) reported that students want to talk about 
cyberbullying and be involved as part of the solution. 
They also found that students were more likely to report 
cyberbullying about another student than they were to 
report it when it happened to them.  
 Cassidy et al. (2009) supports that cyberbullying 
takes place among groups of friends. Ybarra and 
Mitchell (2004) discuss how when there is poor care-
giver monitoring of online behavior the children are twice 
as likely to harass others online. Also, youth who report 
not having a close relationship with their care givers are 3 
times more likely to harass others online. This supports 
the need for adults to monitor carefully what their 
children are doing in cyberspace. Cassidy et al. (2009) 
noted that given a choice of solutions for cyberbullying, 
the top four were “setting up anonymous phone lines 
where students can report cyber-bullying;… developing 
programs to teach students about cyber-bullying and its 
effects;…punishing students who participate in cyber-
bullying;…[and] working on creating positive self-
esteem in students.” 
 One in five teens participates in “sexting”, 
according to a nationwide survey by the National 
Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy. 
The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 
recommends that parents should talk with children 
about sexting as soon as a child is old enough to have a 
cell phone. AAP suggests asking kids about the issue, 
even if they have not been impacted directly, with an 
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age-appropriate explanation. For very young children, 
this could be explaining that text messages should never 
contain pictures of kids or adults without their clothes 
on, kissing, or touching each other. For older children 
and teens, explain that “sexting” often involves pictures 
of a sexual nature and is considered pornography. 
Parents, schools and all those who care for children and 
teens need to understand how to prevent misuse and 
abuse of cell phone and other media applications. This 
includes promoting positive online behavior in the 
cyber world.  
 Ybarra and Mitchell (2007) define interpersonal 
Internet victimization as the report of unwanted sexual 
solicitation or harassment over the Internet. Requests to 
engage in sexual activities, sexual talk or an invitation 
to reveal personal sexual information are all elements of 
the category of unwanted sexual solicitation or 
harassment. The possession and production of child 
pornography is against the law. Youth need to know 
that if they participate in texting it is not only immoral, 
it can be illegal. 
 
The social and emotional side of bullying: 
Aggression and victimization in child and adolescent 
peer groups compromises children’s safety and 
development (Snyder et al., 2003). In both the 
aggressor and victim, bullying is sign of potential 
psychiatric disorders (Turkel, 2007). Social-cognitive 
approaches may be useful in preventing relational 
aggression. Culotta and Goldstein (2008) found a 
significantly high correlation of relational 
aggression with jealousy; adolescents who reported 
being more jealous than peers engaged in more relation 
aggression. These jealous adolescents may motivate 
bullying behaviors. Girls’ reported higher levels of 
jealousy. These findings suggest that gender be 
considered when in intervention and prevention efforts.  
 The ability to develop and maintain healthy 
relationships are important skills for children to learn. 
As a child grows into adolescence, peer relationships 
are of increasing importance and positive peer 
interaction during adolescence is an indicator of the 
ability to maintain successful relationships in adulthood 
(McElhaney et al., 2008). As they grow, they are 
confronted with peer pressure and interpersonal 
conflicts. Bullying negatively impacts children and 
adolescents’ abilities to create peer relationships and 
maintain a healthy lifestyle (Dake et al., 2003; 
McElhaney et al., 2008; Sumalatha and 
Ramakrishnaiah, 2004). When children know how to 
choose and maintain good friends, they feel confident 
and safe. Responsible decision making is about putting 
the social and ethical skills to action. Children need to 
be guided to make responsible decisions based on 

respect, personal safety and empathy for others and a 
clear understanding of the consequences.  
 
Preventing cyberbullying: With the introduction of 
electronic communication, kids have been able to 
expand the ways they can hurt one another. This can be 
done by sending cruel or threatening emails and text 
messages. Students can spread rumors online and set up 
websites that poke fun at someone. There are chat 
rooms, blogs and social networking websites that are 
available to all who wish to participate. These can be 
filled with nontruths, damaging lies, personal 
information and embarrassing secrets about a student. 
This information can be transmitted to an entire student 
body and beyond with a simple click of a button. Once 
the information is out there, whether it is true or not 
does not matter. Others can simply pick up on it and 
expand on it to even greater levels of cruelty. When the 
victim is not in front of them, kids seem to become 
much braver and are willing to send or forward mean 
messages. Parents should be familiar with whom their 
children are communicating and know their online and 
cellular friends just as we know the friends in their 
class, school, or in the neighborhood. 
 The use of text messaging and other global 
communication media has made exposure to 
cyberbullying more commonplace and children are no 
longer safe when in the proximity of adults. Many 
children think that text messages disappear and are only 
between the sender and the recipient or recipients. Let 
them know that they become part of the virtual world 
and can be retrieved if necessary. Additionally, 
messages may be forwarded and shared with others for 
whom they were not intended. 
 We would not allow children to enter places that 
exposed them to alcohol, drugs, guns and other risks 
and dangers. Likewise, we should be discriminating 
about the virtual places children and teens visit. Parents 
need to protect their children as well as take 
responsibility for their use of technology. Some cell 
phones allow children to take pictures, type text 
messages and access the Internet, anywhere and 
anytime, which can allow them to bully other kids 24 h 
a day and seven days a week. 
 There are bystanders in the virtual world and they 
need adult intervention as well as those who are the 
perpetrators and victims of cyberbullying. Kids need to 
understand that by reading the cyberbullying material 
they are participants and equally responsible for the 
hurt. Correspondence over the Internet via e-mail, text 
messages, postings and instant messaging has an 
informality that allows for any font and an acceptance 
of ignoring basic grammar and spelling. There is a lingo 
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with shortcuts to send messages in few words and 
letters. This quick approach to virtual communication 
often leads to quick responses with little thought to how 
a message may be interpreted or utilized. 
 Online harassment and bullying may impact a 
child’s ability to concentrate in school, their 
involvement in extracurricular activities, their self-
esteem and even their desire to stay in school. Schools 
must educate students and parents about cyberbullying 
to protect the learning environment. This means helping 
everyone to understand the nature of cyberbullying and 
how the access is infinite. 
 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 
 The purpose of this study was to explore the 
differences in perceptions of third to fifth grade 
students regarding bullying and cyberbullying. 
Differences in gender and grade were also explored.  
 
Research questions: 
 
• Does the perception of the prevalence of 

cyberbullying differ with respect to having a grade 
and gender?  

• Does the perception of worrying about being 
bullied online for third to fifth grade students differ 
with respect to having a cell phone, grade and 
gender? 

• Does the prevalence of having someone talk to 
them about bullying online for third to fifth grade 
students differ with respect to grade and gender?  

 
Participants: Eight hundred thirty-five third to fifth 
grade students completed the survey. The general 
sample included 423 boys and 412 girl participants. 
Approximately 0.03% of the participants were African-
American, 97.7% were White, non-Hispanic, 0.08% 
was White, Hispanic and 2.19% were of other ethnic 
origin.  
 
Instrument: The survey gathered perceptions towards 
bullying and cyber-bullying among third through fifth 
grade students in a school district in Massachusetts.  
 This 47 item survey was a self-administered, 
questionnaire that participants were able to complete 
independently. The survey contained questions to 
obtain student’s perceptions of cyberbullying. The 
survey consisted of three factors: (a) prevalence of 
cyberbullying, (b) comfort level of dealing with 
cyberbullying and (c) adult intervention in 
cyberbullying. The survey included both ordinal and 
nominal response choices. The survey included 4 

demographic questions regarding gender, grade and 
having a cell phone. Responses to the questions were 
either coded as (a) a Likert scale from 1 (strongly 
agree) to 5 (strongly disagree); (b) yes, no; Or (c) a 
numerical choice.  
 
Procedures: The data was collected by the school 
district as part of their bullying prevention initiative. This 
archival data was utilized to explore perceptions of third 
through fifth grade students regarding cyberbullying. The 
mean of the participants’ response to various questions 
were examined by gender and grade. 
  

RESULTS 
 
 Sexting, texting, cyberbullying and online 
reputation must be addressed with young people to help 
keep them safe and protect their future. The perceptions 
regarding cyberbullying were analyzed from an archival 
survey of bullying and cyberbullying of third through 
fifth grade students. Differences in perceptions of 
cyberbullying in regards to gender and grade were 
examined.  
 
Research question 1: Does the perception of the 
prevalence of cyberbullying differ with respect to 
having a grade and gender? Differences by gender 
were found on the prevalence of cyberbullying. The 
participants were asked to rate if they felt they have 
received mean or hurtful text messages about them by 
responding yes or no. Overall, 6.3% of respondents said 
they have received mean or hurtful text messages about 
them and 10% have received these same kinds of 
messages about others. Approximately 67% of the 
responses that indicated they have received mean or 
hurtful text messages about them and the 57% who had 
received mean or hurtful text messages about others were 
female. No differences were reported by grade level.  
 
Research question 2: Does the prevalence of 
worrying about being bullied online for third to fifth 
grade students differ with respect to grade and 
gender? Differences by grade level and gender were 
found on the prevalence of worrying about being 
bullied online for third to fifth grade students. Overall, 
27% of respondents reported being worried about 
bullying online. Worrying about being bullied online 
decreased as children advanced in grade. For third 
graders, 36.3% reported worrying about being bullied 
online, for fourth graders, 27.7% reported worrying 
about being bullied online and for fifth graders, 18% 
reported worrying about being bullied online. In regards 
to gender, 31.3% of females responded being worried 
about being bullied online and 22.8% of males 
responded being worried about being bullied online. 
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Research question 3: Does the prevalence of having 
someone talk to them about bullying online for third 
to fifth grade students differ with respect to grade 
and gender? Differences by grade level and gender 
were found on the prevalence of having someone talk to 
them about bullying online for third to fifth grade 
students. Overall, 11.9% of respondents reported being 
worried about bullying online. Having someone talk to 
them about bullying online increased slightly as 
students entered fifth grade. For third graders, 10.9% 
reported having someone talk to them about bullying 
online, for fourth graders, 10% reported having 
someone talk to them about bullying online and for fifth 
graders, 14.4% reported having someone talk to them 
about bullying online. In regards to gender, 14.5% of 
females responded having someone talks to them about 
bullying online and 9.4% of males responded having 
someone talk to them about bullying online. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 The findings from this study indicate that 
elementary age children are concerned about 
cyberbullying and may benefit from discussions that 
foster online and media safety and bullying prevention. 
Analysis of data found that 27% of third through fifth 
graders worry about being bullied online and only 
11.9% report having had someone talk to them about 
bullying online. These findings support the need to 
equip our children, as young as possible, about the 
technology they are growing up with. A little over a 
33% of third graders report worrying about being 
bullied online. Educators and parents should 
incorporate the knowledge to prevent cyberbullying and 
keep our kids safe in the virtual world. These findings 
support the notion that that it is never too early to 
address online behavior to prevent sexting, texting, 
cyberbullying and online reputation.  
 To assist with preventing cyberbullying and 
keeping youth safe online, parents should: 
 
• Demonstrate caring and concern for others in your 

virtual interactions and discuss responsible 
decision-making 

• Include regular communication about online 
friends and virtual communication as a part of 
maintaining a healthy parent child relationship and 
regular and open family communication and 
discussion 

• Know the technology and virtual locations 
regularly accessed by children and teens and their 
respective parental controls and safety features 

• Stay vigilant as technology is constantly changing 

• Provide opportunities for your child to practice 
your morals and values virtually as you do in other 
areas within your community 

• Monitor and supervise all virtual communication 
and reinforce the consequences of inappropriate 
communication including legal ramifications of 
certain online behaviors 

• Remind children not to write or do anything that 
they would not want to be seen publicly as the 
internet is an unregulated public forum and nothing 
is private  

 
 To assist with preventing cyberbullying and 
keeping youth safe online, educators and educational 
leaders should: 
 
• Include virtual interactions in developing and 

modeling empathy and compassion in the virtual 
world 

• Provide training and professional development on 
appropriate and acceptable virtual interactions for 
students, parents, educators 

• Include virtual scenarios and issues in regular and 
ongoing bullying prevention efforts for all 
stakeholders 

• Provide opportunities for parents to receive 
training on the technology their children are 
regularly accessing to keep them safe and healthy 

• Gather perspectives of online behaviors from 
students and put in place effective measures to 
monitor and supervise virtual interactions 

• Incorporate online safety principles in their 
policies, procedures and curriculum 

• Collaborate with the media center and local 
libraries in providing resources to promote 
information literacy to help students to navigate the 
internet and locate valid online content and 
resources 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 Clearly the research indicates that unmonitored 
access to the Internet can place students in danger and 
cyberbullying has increased at alarming rates (Beale 
and Hall, 2007). Unlimited access provided by most 
cell phones can allow for text messaging and other 
tools to exclude or hurt others (Kowalski and Limber, 
2007). Cell phones with texting and Internet access 
are an integral part of the virtual landscape of the 
youth today. Although the availability of technology 
for children is ever increasing, students are telling us 
that they are given these tools with little or no 
instruction about how to protect themselves from the 
dangers of cyberbullying.  
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 To prevent cyberbullying and keep youth safe 
online we need to do a better job discussing and 
educating our children, embedding this education in the 
primary grades. In addition, schools should gather 
information from students to find out in they worry 
about being bullied online and if adults are 
communicating with them about online activities and 
behaviors. Educators and school leaders need training 
specific to cyberbullying so they in turn can talk to 
students about the dangers of cyberbullying and help 
parents reinforce a message of safety and respect. 
Cyberbullying and online interactions impact their 
school and learning experience and must be an 
integral part of providing and safe and bully free 
learning environment.  
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