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Abstract 

Digital communication technologies play an important role in the social development of 

young people, but can create vulnerabilities to cyberbullying and other negative online 

experiences. The Blurred Lives project aimed to tackle cyberbullying innovatively using 

a co-participatory approach, collaborating with 14-16-year olds living in areas of socio-

economic disadvantage in five European countries. In phase one, 2,658 teenagers were 

surveyed on their internet use and any unpleasant online experiences. This data informed 

the second phase where the participating countries worked together with 237 adolescents 

across 10 schools with adult facilitators to create original anti-cyberbullying resources 

for teachers, parents/carers, peers, and social media providers using the Quality Circle 

approach. This methodology adopts an ethos of working together to solve a problem in 

small, peer-led groups. Each group was tasked with creating a resource for one of the 

target audience groups. The final resources comprise a rich variety of different formats 

including videos, comic strips, a board game, leaflets, posters, and newsletters. The pupil 

feedback highlights, for most but not all participants, an increased knowledge of 

cyberbullying and e-safety skills, as well as enhanced problem-solving skills, levels of 

confidence, and group work skills. Several operational challenges are also discussed, 

including the importance of school-level support, planning, staffing, and finding an 

appropriate balance between facilitator support and pupil agency.   

Keywords: cyberbullying, co-participation, quality circles, social disadvantage, 

adolescents 
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Introduction 

Although rapid advances in online technology and connectivity have brought many benefits 

to young people (Costabile & Spears, 2012), there is increasing concern for young people 

regarding their use of and potential dangers arising from unlimited access to the internet 

(Låftman et al., 2013; Livingstone & Helsper, 2010).  A troubling phenomenon that has 

developed recently in schools is cyberbullying; it displays similar characteristics to traditional 

bullying where there is repeated, aggressive behaviour towards a victim who cannot easily 

defend themselves (Olweus, 1994), using methods of electronic communication (Smith et al., 

2008; Schultze-Krumbholz & Scheithauer, 2015).  The range of harmful consequences of 

cyberbullying to victims has been widely documented (Cowie, 2013; John et al., 2018; Ditch 

the Label, 2019).  However, there is continuing debate about how appropriate it is to carry 

over the definition of traditional bullying to cyberbullying (Kofoed & Staksrud, 2018): some 

researchers prefer to use the concept of cyber-aggression more generally, although much 

research continues to use the term cyberbullying, as indicated in the major review by 

Kowalski et al. (2014).  In the Blurred Lives project, this issue was initially circumvented by 

asking pupils about ‘nasty experiences on the internet’, aiming to provide a broader space to 

report forms of cyber-aggression and cyber-bullying. 

 

Co-participation in cyberbullying research 

Schubotz (2020) has argued that children and young people often remain excluded from 

decision making about issues affecting their lives, despite the legal framework provided by 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child [UNCRC] (UNICEF, 1989).  For 

instance, Article 12 of the UNCRC states that a child capable of forming his or her own 

views must be given the right to express those views freely in all matters concerning them, 

with the weight given in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.  This contrasts 
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with the Save the Children submission to the UN Summit on Social Development (1995) 

which highlighted the passive role generally assigned to children and the lack of recognition 

of children’s potential to contribute to planning and decision making.  A quarter of a century 

later, the voices of children and young people still often remain marginalised.  Corsaro (2017) 

notes that adults most often view children as “future adults” (p.6) and in terms of what they 

will become rather than what they are in the present, with ongoing lives, needs and desires. 

 

Conceptualisations of childhood are key as they determine how we engage with children and 

young people in research.  Spears and Kofoed (2013) argue that the new sociology of 

childhood (James & Prout, 1997; Corsaro, 2017) necessitates a valorisation of qualitative 

enquiry, centralising the position of youth voice, and elevating children and young people to 

agentic roles as co-researchers and co-generators of new knowledge.  A mixed methods 

approach is thus proposed as a solution to the ‘conundrum’, allowing researchers and policy 

makers to understand prevalence, types of bullying, risk factors and predictors from 

quantitative data, but concurrently valuing the insights to be gained into lived experiences 

from, with and by young people themselves, who in recent years have embraced the advances 

in digital technology from the restrictions of ‘wired’ PC internet connectivity to the current 

ubiquity of ‘wireless’ 24/7 online access via a growing range of devices including smart 

phones, tablets, PCs, laptops, games consoles and televisions (Slee, Campbell & Spears, 

2012). 

 

Transgressing the binary positioning of the psychological and sociological traditions and their 

respective quantitative and qualitative emphases, a blending of approach is proposed which 

acknowledges the importance of statistical data (from large-scale surveys) but also youth-

centred and youth-driven research.  Within this participatory framework, research is co-
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designed and co-facilitated by children and young people, as agentive subjects, rather than 

passive objects of adult-initiated research.  In terms of research into cyberbullying, Spears 

and Kofoed (2013) contend that qualitative enquiry into the lived experiences of children and 

young people has traditionally been little more than an “adjunct” (p.210) to quantitative 

methods, serving as a pre-cursor or follow-up to confirm more privileged survey data.   

  

In advocating a participatory approach to research into cyberbullying among young people, 

several caveats must be noted.  First, Hart’s (1992; 2008) ladder of participation is a useful 

reminder that the involvement of children and young people in research can often be little 

more than ‘decorative’ or ‘tokenistic’, masking traditional adult-led approaches and unequal 

partnerships between adults and children (e.g., a youth advisory group that meets once to 

confirm an adult-generated research design, or the use of children to ask adult-generated 

interview questions; Kellet, 2005).  Second, it is evident that the elevation of young people to 

become “knowledge brokers” (Nutley, Walter & Davies, 2007) and co-researchers requires 

commitment and investment of time and effort.  And, third, while there is evidence of 

increasing research and policy engagement with young people, there is much less evidence of 

its impact on policy making and a suggestion that children and young people’s voices are still 

being ignored (Badham, 2004; Tisdall & Davis, 2004).  It would appear that the voice of the 

child is therefore louder than in the past, but it is still barely audible and often no one is really 

listening. 

 

The Blurred Lives Project 

In response to this, the Blurred Lives project1 (2017-2019) was designed to redress the 

imbalance and to help give young people their voice back.  The Blurred Lives project used a 

                                                           
1 https://www.ou.nl/web/blurred-lives 

https://www.ou.nl/web/blurred-lives
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mixed method, co-participatory approach to explore the issue of cyberbullying amongst 

young people (aged 14-16) from areas of socio-economic disadvantage across five European 

countries (Northern Ireland, England, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands).  The project 

aimed to involve young people by training and empowering them to use their voice as co-

researchers to help tackle cyberbullying in their peer groups and schools.  To enable this 

successfully, the Quality Circle approach (Cowie & Sharp, 1992, 1994; Paul, 2014) and 

Sequential Focus Groups (Jacklin et al., 2016) were employed to ‘climb’ the ladder of 

participation (Hart, 1992; 2008), giving a voice to young people who are often marginalised 

because of their age and socio-economic status. 

 

The focus in the Blurred Lives project on engaging young people from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds in co-participatory research on cyberbullying was highly original. Espinoza and 

Wright (2018) note that there is a need to extend cyberbullying research beyond its current 

predominant focus on the experiences of white, middle-class youth.  Whilst there are several 

studies which have explored cyberbullying involvement among different marginalised and or 

diverse groups (those with disabilities: Kowalski & Toth, 2018; minority ethnic youth: 

Barlett & Wright, 2018), there are few with a focus on participatory approaches where young 

people can engage as co-researchers with adults.  Others (Flewitt et al., 2018), have employed 

a participatory approach to highlight the challenges, responsibilities, and insecurities of the 

personal lives of disadvantaged children and young people, however, there have been no 

participatory studies to date which have focused specifically on the negative online 

experiences of young people from lower-socio economic backgrounds. The focus in the 

Blurred Lives project (2017-2019) of specifically engaging young people from lower socio-

economic backgrounds in co-participatory research on cyberbullying, is highly original and 

was designed to redress this imbalance in the cyberbullying literature and to provide young 
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people with an opportunity to be empowered and have their voice heard.  This article thus 

aims to evaluate the process, benefits and challenges of using co-participatory approaches to 

address cyberbullying with adolescent pupils from areas of socio-economic disadvantage. 

Methods 

The project consisted of two phases; in the first phase of the project 400-700 pupils were 

recruited from a range of schools in areas of socio-economic disadvantage in each of the five 

partner countries.  They completed an online survey, exploring pupil access to the internet 

and any negative experiences they may have had as a result of using the internet, whether as 

victims, bystanders or perpetrators.  The survey invited pupils to provide some background 

detail describing their demographics and internet use. This initial survey provided comments, 

experiences and suggestions for pupils to build upon during the second phase of the project, 

which used two co-participatory methods to create a safe space for young people to discuss 

their ideas and work together.  One or two schools from each country were selected for the 

second phase in each country, with two classes from each country participating.  

 

The first co-participatory method employed was the Sequential Focus Group (SFG). Jacklin 

et al. (2016) explain that SFGs are established over a period of time with a small membership 

who explore questions about an issue with each other and a group facilitator.  These semi-

structured group interviews aim to bring people together to gain a deeper insight into the 

perspectives and lived experiences around the issue.  In the Blurred Lives project, a small 

group of participants (Table 2) from each class volunteered to take part in the SFGs, one 

session before the Quality Circles and two afterwards.  Each SFG had at least one participant 

who was nominated as a co-facilitator; their role encompassed asking questions with the 

researcher, encouraging others to answer questions and focusing the discussion.  They were 

self-nominated, although some were encouraged by their teacher. They did not receive 
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training for the role but were supported by discussing the plan for each session beforehand. 

The first SFG provided a platform to build upon the quantitative survey data and explore 

negative online experiences, while the latter SFGs provided ‘peer-reviewed’ feedback on the 

intellectual outputs and the Quality Circle approach in general.  The facilitators subsequently 

acted upon these suggestions and made appropriate changes. 

 

The second co-participatory method used was the Quality Circle (QC) approach.  The 

primary aim of this method was to produce four intellectual outputs (resources) targeted 

towards pupils, parents/carers, teachers and social media providers that would raise 

awareness of the issue and enable them to help tackle cyberbullying in their context (the full 

range of completed resources in English, Dutch, German and Italian is freely accessible from 

the project website)2.  The approach was developed for business, to help employees enhance 

problem solving skills as a group.  However, the QC approach has proved transferable to 

schools and subsequently Cowie and Sharp (1992; 1994) developed a model for pupils to 

tackle bullying.  The approach asks pupils to work together over an extended period during a 

series of researcher facilitated sessions to develop solutions to the issue of bullying.  The 

structure provides opportunities for learning about bullying and develop thinking skills such 

as problem solving and collaboration.  

 

The research team had agreed to facilitate 7 x 1-hour long QC sessions in each school, 

however, these differed in format, length and frequency across each country due to school 

logistics.  For example, in Northern Ireland there were up to 11 weekly 30-minute QC 

sessions during the school day due to shorter class periods, whereas Germany and England 

                                                           
2 https://www.ou.nl/web/blurred-lives/resources 
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had fewer but longer sessions (up to 60 mins).  A plan for each individual QC session was 

disseminated to each partner institution, however, the diversity in experiences proved 

challenging to control but does reflect the reality of education across multiple contexts.  

 

During QC1, the project was introduced and pupils were divided into four groups by the 

teacher and facilitator, one for each of the intellectual outputs.  The groups then played team-

building activities to develop trust between peers.  Rules for respect were created for the QC 

and each group nominated a scribe to provide feedback on their progress at the end of the 

session.  The survey data were used throughout QC2 to QC5 for information and to stimulate 

ideas that were transferable into usable resources.  During the final sessions, pupils had the 

opportunity to review the intellectual outputs (resources such as comic strips, posters, leaflets 

and presentations). Each group was also given the opportunity to present their resources to 

peers and/or the senior leadership team, making recommendations for how each target group 

could tackle cyberbullying more effectively. Some schools chose to organise a showcase 

event internally where pupils presented their resources whilst each project partner 

(university) organised a ‘mulitplier event’ to disseminate the project to educationalists, policy 

makers, pupils, parents and local media outlets. The Blurred Lives website link was shared 

widely to promote the resources; this website already has over 25,000 views from 4405 

visitors across the globe.  

 

After each QC session, facilitators (academic staff, postgraduate students and research 

assistants) completed a feedback form detailing pupil progress, engagement and any issues 

arising. This information was compiled by the research team in each country, providing 

insights into recurring themes, challenges and opportunities.  
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Participants 

Participants comprised 14-16-year-old pupils attending schools in areas of socio-economic 

disadvantage. Tables 1 and 2 present the number of participants in each QC and SFG.  

[Insert Tables 1 and 2 here] 

Analysis of the Data 

The qualitative data relating to pupil experiences of the co-participatory approach was 

derived from two sources: the second SFG interviews and written evaluations (comprising 

eight questions3) distributed during the final QC session and completed by pupils.  Once the 

data were collated centrally, a thematic analysis was carried out (Grbich, 1999; Braun & 

Clark, 2006) by two independent coders, during which codes were generated, collated into 

themes, refined and verified.  The data generated themes around developing skills, building 

self-esteem and the complexities of working with schools and young people.  Written 

evaluations were completed by 183 of the 237 pupils who participated in the QCs across the 

five countries, representing a completion rate of 77 %.  

 

Results 

The results are presented in two parts; pupil data is presented first and summarises the 

feedback from the young people on their involvement in the project.  This section exhibits 

comments from the pupil feedback forms and the SFGs, representing both positive and 

negative opinions.  The second section exhibits reflections collected from the adult 

facilitators after each QC session.  This data encompasses facilitator observations, and the 

benefits and challenges of working with schools.  

 

Feedback from pupils 

                                                           
3 See Appendix 1 for pupil evaluation questions 
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From the thematic analysis of the pupil experiences (as expressed through the written 

evaluations and the SFG interviews) three key themes emerged: team work, learning about 

cyberbullying and building confidence.  Overall, and in response to the first written 

evaluation question (‘How have you felt the QC sessions have gone each week?’) 96% 

(n=176) of the evaluation responses were positive (e.g. ‘I think they went successful’ 

[England], ‘good and liked it very much’ [Netherlands]).  The other 4% (n=7) were negative 

comments which focused mostly on group dynamics (e.g. ‘All right, but we didn’t always 

agree’ [Netherlands], ‘Not everyone paid attention’ [Italy]).  Question 2 on the pupil 

feedback form (‘Have you learned anything?’) presented the most substantive answers to 

code along with data from the SFG transcripts.  Other answers from the feedback forms did 

not provide sufficient detail (e.g. ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers) to be included in any meaningful 

coding.  Responses to Question 2 are summarised in Table 3.  

[Insert Table 3 here] 

The first key theme to emerge from the analysis of the pupil qualitative data was how the QC 

approach helped them to learn to work more effectively as part of a team or group.  In the 

written evaluation, this was explored in particular through question 2 (‘Have you learned 

anything?’) where the most common responses related to team work skills (34 responses e.g. 

‘I have learned how to be better at group work’ - Northern Ireland) and problem solving (5 

responses e.g. ‘problem solving and working with a great team’ - England).  

 

This theme was further explored in the SFGs where pupils were also very positive overall 

about the group learning experience: 

‘What skills have you learned?’ 

- ‘That you can get to know people better and trust and work together’[Netherlands 

SFG] 

- ‘There should be more of these groups in which you can just talk to each other and 

with the teacher and with children you trust’ [Netherlands SFG] 
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‘What do you think about doing this sort of group work in school generally?  Would 

you like to see more of it?’ 

- ‘More of it.  We are taught to get on with it, sit with your head down, and not really 

interact.  It works better when you are in a group’ (Northern Ireland SFG) 

 

The experience of working in a group was however less positive for a small minority of 

participants.  A low number of written evaluation comments referred to groups where there 

was some evidence of disagreement (‘a heated discussion’ - England) or where there was 

poor cooperation among members (‘not everyone paid attention’ – Italy; ‘some participants 

did not fully take part in the activities’ – Northern Ireland).  This was confirmed by a small 

number of focus group participants: 

‘I liked it a lot but there were too many people who didn’t work at all and did not 

engage.  I was telling them “Do this” but they did not do it.’ [Italy SFG] 

 

‘I was the group leader.  At the beginning it went very smoothly, but then it got stuck 

because they questioned work and doubted me.’ [Germany SFG] 

 

The second key theme to emerge was pupil learning about cyberbullying.  This was further 

analysed into three subthemes: learning more about the nature and impact of cyberbullying; 

learning how to respond effectively to cyberbullying; and learning how to protect themselves 

online.  Again, the comments in the written evaluations generally reflected those expressed in 

the SFGs. 

 

In the written evaluations, in response to question 2 (‘Have you learned anything?’) a total of 

12 young people referred specifically to their increased knowledge about the nature and 

impact of cyberbullying due to their participation in the QCs (e.g. ‘I’ve learned how 

cyberbullying victims feel’ – Italy).  This was mirrored in several comments from the SFGs 

where pupils spoke of the benefits of the interactive approach over more didactic approaches:  
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‘It’s more interactive. You can actually get involved instead of just sitting here…it’s 

good because you get to look up things you would not really look up, like issues on 

cyberbullying and how it affects people.’ (Northern Ireland SFG) 

 

A further 11 young people reported in their written evaluations that they had learnt more 

about how to respond effectively to cyberbullying incidents involving themselves and/or their 

friends.  This increase in their digital safety skills included many general comments (‘I have 

learnt how to deal with a cyberbullying situation’ – England) but also some more specific 

references to blocking, reporting abuse, and supporting their peers (e.g. ‘I’ve learned that if a 

friend or a stranger needs help, I should be there for him’ – Italy). 

 

There were also 11 written evaluation comments by young people who commented on how 

they had learnt skills to be safer online and so help protect themselves from cyberbullying 

(e.g. ‘I have learnt how to prevent it and who to talk to’ – England; ‘how to use social media 

safely’ – Northern Ireland).  This was confirmed by several comments in the focus groups. 

For instance, one pupil remarked that cyberbullying ‘is increasing more and more, then you 

can better protect yourself or seek help’ (Germany SFG). 

 

The third theme to emerge from the pupil feedback was the growth in confidence from 

creating an original resource but also from communicating within the group setting and (for 

those who did so) presenting their work to a wider audience of peers or school leaders.  This 

was reflected in a wide range of specific comments from the written evaluations where 

participants spoke highly of the final presentation session and their pride in their 

achievements: 

‘Best session? Why?’ 

‘Yes, the last one, as we finally saw our work finished, and it turned out well and 

we're satisfied’ [Italy] 
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‘I certainly liked it and I liked the presentation and I thought it was important’ 

[Netherlands] 

 

This sense of pride in their achievements and growth in confidence also featured in some of 

the SFG interviews, accompanied by satisfaction that the materials produced would be used 

beyond their immediate school context: 

‘What were the good aspects?’ 

‘That the materials are actually going to be used’ [Netherlands SFG] 

 

There was also a clear sense that, while initially disconcerting to be working outside their 

friendship groups, this was (for most) ultimately empowering, giving a voice to everyone in 

the group: 

‘You have got people with big personalities and a lot of people who were shy.  It was 

good to sort of have a mixture of both, where you have opinions and you are actually 

able to get opinions out of people who would not usually voice their opinion.’ 

[Northern Ireland SFG] 

 

However, there were young people who did not enjoy the QC experience.  A total of 23 

responses (13%) to the written evaluation said that they had not learnt anything from their 

participation and there were a small number of negative comments across all partner 

countries from young people who didn’t enjoy working in groups.  In terms of the level of co-

participation, several young people in different countries expressed their frustration that they 

did not have more autonomy to decide on the particular resources, as these had been pre-

determined by the research team when submitting the funding application: 

‘There were really great ideas but we couldn’t develop them (such as a video).  We 

had to conform to the requests you made.  In the end the work was fine but not what it 

could have been if we had followed our own idea.’ [Italy SFG] 
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Similar sentiments were expressed during the initial QC session by some of the pupils in 

Northern Ireland and Germany who each chose to work on outputs other than the comics 

which had been chosen by the project team. 

 

Feedback from facilitators 

The thematic analysis of the facilitator feedback highlighted three key themes that impacted 

upon the project.  These data were gathered and collated using facilitator feedback forms and 

written report summaries.  Overall, the facilitators agreed that using the QC approach in this 

project was generally a positive experience, however, it presented challenges in each country. 

 

The first key theme highlighted was the level of support each school provided during the 

project.  This manifested in varying degrees of time investment and engagement from 

teachers and senior leadership along with support in timetabling the sessions and recruiting 

pupils.  For example, one German facilitator stated that, ‘while session scheduling was 

trouble-free in School 1, the start of the project was continuously delayed by our second 

school due to internal issues (starting with a five-month delay).’  Facilitators in Northern 

Ireland faced a similar situation whereby ‘on at least three occasions, the QC sessions were 

cancelled (in School 1) with little or no prior notice by the year head who used this period for 

special year assemblies.’  This delayed the second phase of the project causing long gaps 

between sessions and frustration for facilitators.  School buy-in was thus an important factor 

in the success of the project and set the tone for implementation; gaining this buy-in was 

more straightforward with schools where researchers had existing professional contacts.  

 

The level of support provided by teachers also impacted on the QC experience.  In England, 

‘no teachers were present at the QC sessions, but the research team recruited a pool of highly 
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qualified helpers to assist, ideally one helper per resource group with a lead facilitator 

overseeing the general running and timing.’  This enhanced the productivity of the sessions as 

the group could focus more diligently on the task with a consistent point of contact.  

Although one might assume that not having the class teacher present would cause more 

issues, this did not seem to be the case in England.  By contrast, in the first school in 

Northern Ireland, the teacher that the project had been arranged with was not present in the 

classroom, and instead a substitute teacher supervised the class.  This presented issues as the 

pupils did not have a  rapport with the teacher who in turn did not know the needs of the 

pupils ultimately impacting on the level of support available to pupils. Comparatively, the 

teacher in the School 2 was heavily involved in the project throughout, facilitating the pupils 

and encouraging their progress.  Although teacher involvement was not a prerequisite for the 

project, some researchers found the support useful, particularly when seeking the support of 

senior leadership.  

 

The second emerging theme was the level of pupil engagement in the QC sessions.  All 

partner institutions reported ‘high variability’ in pupil engagement.  For example, in Italy and 

Germany, the facilitators reported that ‘many groups had at least one outsider’ who rarely 

took part in any activities ‘unless directly addressed by a facilitator or student.’ This theme 

was also reflected in reports from the Netherlands where one of the QC participants was 

absent for the first three sessions and so missed out on making decisions during the resource 

development stage.  The facilitator observed that this pupil was consequently much less 

involved in discussions and the others working together in the group found the process of 

involving her onerous and time consuming. The Italian facilitators agreed that groups who 

established common goals and a climate of co-operation during the first sessions ‘were often 

able to keep a higher level of engagement among their participants.’  In Germany, the 
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facilitators observed that pupils were distracted and lacked concentration, particularly in the 

afternoon sessions organised in one of the schools.  This disruption reduced when the groups 

started to work on their resources in different areas of the school, mitigating potential 

distractions.  However, this behaviour contrasts with that of other Dutch pupils who, in some 

cases, ‘went well beyond what was required of them, for example, organising spontaneous 

group meetings after school to further discuss the project topics to work on their respective 

outputs.’  For facilitators in England, pupil engagement varied between schools due to 

different learning and teaching cultures.  One facilitator observed that in School 1, the QC 

approach ‘required the students to be in charge of creating each of the resources and their 

lack of experience and exposure to this style of working was apparent.’  These pupils 

struggled with this dynamic, often leading to a lack of participation and engagement, despite 

the best efforts of the facilitators.  However, in the second school, the facilitator reported that 

‘although the students were more challenging in their behaviour and attendance, they 

appeared to be more at ease with the student-led aspect of this approach.’  This was reflected 

through positive group interactions and experiences.  Facilitators from England, the 

Netherlands and Northern Ireland felt that pupil engagement was related to pupil year group 

(age), maturity and motivation. 

 

The third theme to emerge from the facilitator reflections was appropriate scaffolding.  All 

evaluations raised the specific challenge of ‘striking the balance between encouraging 

independent pupil led output and providing scaffolded support.’  The Italian facilitators 

described the tension ‘between the aim of prioritising youth voice, and the need to carry out a 

project with pre-defined aims, focus and expected outputs.’  This became especially apparent 

during the QCs where a tension emerged between enabling pupil voice and creating 

acceptable resources for distribution.  This was exacerbated by the pre-defined outputs 
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decided during the funding application process that did not always correspond with 

subsequent pupil preference.  For example, pupils in Northern Ireland did not want to make a 

comic book resource as they felt that this medium would not appeal to their peers.  There 

were similar challenges in Germany and Italy, where the facilitators and pupils compromised 

in using different media or rearranging and creating multiple outputs to satisfy the needs of 

both parties. Conversely, pupils from the Netherlands were very enthusiastic to produce a 

comic strip resource, even though the facilitator discussed the additional support and 

instruction needed to develop a storyline and translate it into frames with illustrations.  

 

German and Italian facilitators commented that pupils generally struggled with the self-

regulation required to participate fully, however, they reflected that this may be due to the 

particular educational needs and abilities of their respective groups.  In alignment with the 

Northern Ireland facilitator’s feedback, they felt that the addition of more personnel resource 

would have been beneficial, particularly with pupils with lower academic ability requiring 

additional support.  However, facilitators from both England and the Netherlands felt that the 

support they provided (two facilitators in the Netherlands and four facilitators in England) 

was sufficient.  

 

Discussion 

The current paper aimed to evaluate the usefulness of the QC approach in combination with 

SFGs to discuss and address cyberbullying by giving young people a role as co-researchers.  

To our knowledge, this is the first study that has used the QC approach among this population 

on a large scale across five countries.  The results provide new insights into the process of 

using a co-participatory approach and the impact it can have on adolescent development and 

provides important suggestions for effectively implementing this approach. 
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The results suggest that the co-participatory approach has a positive impact on encouraging 

young people to better understand and systematically challenge cyberbullying.  The student 

evaluation forms and SFGs highlighted three important themes for personal development: 

first, learning about the nature and impact of cyberbullying and how to respond and protect 

oneself online; second, learning to work more effectively as part of a group; and, third, 

developing increased confidence in creating behavioural change interventions and presenting 

these to peers/stakeholders.  Following an earlier example with younger secondary pupils in 

England alone (Paul et al., 2010; Paul et al., 2012) the young people in this Europe-wide 

project participated in a series of QC workshops, where they learned how to analyse 

problems, identify key issues, and generate pupil-led solutions.  Paul et al. (2012, p.9) had 

noted briefly that the pupil evaluation of their QC work was ‘generally positive’ with pupils 

reporting QCs as ‘enjoyable and a good use of learning time.’  Pupils had been enthusiastic, 

demonstrating an ‘ability to take responsibility for addressing problems in schools’ (p.9).  

The evaluation of the Blurred Lives project was however much more comprehensive and 

nuanced, and highlighted generally (but not exclusively) positive pupil feedback about the 

co-participatory approach undertaken, a sense of empowerment, engagement and agency 

among many of the pupils, and genuine learning about cyberbullying in terms of incidence, 

impact and how best to protect themselves and their friends online. 

 

Other valuable insights gained concern the challenges experienced in facilitating a co-

participatory approach among this population in particular.  Feedback from the QC 

facilitators elicited three important themes: first, the amount of scaffolding during QC 

sessions; second, the level of individual engagement by the young people; and, third, the 

level of support and commitment by school staff.  
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In terms of scaffolding, the results show that it was a challenge to find the right balance 

between encouraging pupil agency, self-regulation, independence and creativity on the one 

hand, and on the other hand providing adequate scaffolding, guidance, encouragement, and 

practical support to produce high-quality outputs.  Indeed, it quickly became clear that 

direction and guidance were undoubtedly required to ensure a final output which both looked 

good and contained accurate information and helpful advice.  This project differed from 

earlier QC work by Paul et al. (2012) on account of the greater pressure to achieve a final 

product (to satisfy the project funder and to make the final resources publicly available).  On 

the one hand, this served as a motivation for the pupils to work hard, but on the other perhaps 

encouraged facilitators to play a more directive role than in earlier studies.  

 

Two key strategies are recommended to help achieve an appropriate balance: first, it is 

important to establish a clear plan for each QC session, which should include a clear goal, 

specific tasks and checklists to help pupils understand what they need to do each week, 

including the time required to achieve this.  This is required not just on a whole-group level 

but on a subgroup level too: 

“Our experience was that these students found it very difficult to take 

leadership in their work, managing time, and planning steps to undertake. 

Therefore, students were structurally guided and tasks were assigned, while 

still letting them create their own ideas” (Netherlands) 

 

Second, it is useful to provide exemplars of the final outputs.  Since many of the participating 

pupils were not used to working independently on a creative task, it is recommended that QC 

facilitators bring along sample materials (e.g., leaflets, flyers) emphasising that these are only 

examples and the pupils’ own creations can look very different. 
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Despite such strategies, a minority of pupils still struggled to commit wholeheartedly to a 

project whose focus, main outputs, and group membership had been pre-determined by the 

research team, and the resulting tension became apparent in these pupils’ lack of engagement: 

‘This might also have played a role in undermining the engagement of 

pupils who felt that the project’s aims were not aligned with their own 

problems and interests.  For instance, one of the students referred to the 

facilitator to be living in a foster care community and to experience serious 

problems of physical bullying; he explained that cyberbullying was not a 

real problem to him’ (Italy) 

 

This is a legitimate criticism of the approach taken in this particular funded project.  It is 

therefore recommended that researchers/facilitators engage with the young people at an 

earlier stage, for instance through focus groups, to gain agreement on the focus of the QC 

work and the format or medium of any proposed outputs. 

 

Facilitators also noted that, in line with previous studies (Flewitt et al., 2018) there were 

particular challenges in adopting a participatory approach with a sample of young people 

from socially disadvantaged backgrounds and with higher than average rates of special and 

additional educational needs.  This necessitated a higher than normal ratio of adult facilitators 

to pupil participants to support their engagement, learning and continued focus. 

 

In terms of school involvement, while in the majority of schools, the school principal and at 

least one other person were highly committed to supporting the Blurred Lives Project, in a 

few cases implementation became challenging and significantly impacted on the running of 

the QCs.  For others hoping to adopt this approach in the future, it is recommended that they 

enlist support from the outset from the school principal and at least one other committed staff 

member; that sufficient time is scheduled (e.g., optimally around 7 hour-long weekly sessions 

or fewer longer sessions); that practical requirements are addressed in advance (e.g., finding a 
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suitable room, organising laptops); that other colleagues are briefed about the QC activities 

and its potential to improve class climate; and that a celebratory presentation is facilitated for 

the pupils to showcase their work to peers and senior staff.  While this requires additional 

effort at the planning stage, it is likely to ensure the smoother running of the QCs. 

‘Although each of these seem like minor details, the combination of limited 

time, supervision and resourcing were definitely contributory factors to the 

success of the Quality Circle experience, the learning gained and the 

quality of the resources produced’ (Northern Ireland) 

 

Limitations 

The results of this study should be interpreted in light of several limitations.  Some important 

challenges have already been discussed.  First, although the QC sequence and frequency were 

structurally planned, it proved practically impossible to follow the exact programme across 

each country and even between schools in the same country.  Each respective project team 

had to negotiate access to classes (often benefiting from existing contacts), and were often 

not at liberty to determine how many sessions could be facilitated, of what length, over how 

many weeks, and in which classroom.  In the best instances, project teams had flexible, well-

equipped classrooms and at least an hour each week for the QCs; in the worst cases, allocated 

classrooms were cramped, IT equipment was slow, and sessions were cancelled without 

notice.  This, and an inevitable variation among pupil participants (in terms of ability and 

engagement) and facilitators (in terms of degrees of support required and provided), 

inevitably meant that the fidelity of the QC approach across the five countries was not 

guaranteed.  In addition, while each of the schools were in areas of social disadvantage, pupil 

background was not examined at an individual level, so it is likely that there was variation 

within and between QCs in terms of pupil background. That said, the research team felt that 

these limitations had only a minor impact on the expected outputs.  
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Conclusion 

Notwithstanding the challenges and limitations outlined above, the current five-country study 

suggests that Quality Circles represent a valuable co-participatory approach to help young 

people better understand and address cyberbullying, facilitating youth voice and (in this case) 

leading to useful intervention materials such as the Comic Book for Pupils, Resources for 

Teachers, Guidance for Parents/Carers and Recommendations for Social Networking 

Providers.  Quality Circles thus have the potential to valorise young people as agentic co-

researchers and co-generators of new knowledge (Spears & Kofoed, 2013).  In addition to 

gaining knowledge about cyberbullying and how to protect themselves and their peers online, 

the QC approach thus affords pupils the opportunity to develop socioemotional (e.g., team 

work, self-regulation) and problem-solving skills.  Far from being ‘decorative’ or ‘tokenistic’ 

(Hart, 2008), Quality Circles offer a meaningful opportunity to facilitate youth voice as they 

learn how to keep themselves and their peers safe online.  From the experience of the Blurred 

Lives project, it can be concluded that the success of the Quality Circle approach among 

disadvantaged pupils is moderated by the level of school commitment, the number of trained 

adult facilitators, the extent of planning and preparation, and the extent to which the spirit of 

co-participation is honoured by giving the young people the opportunity to make meaningful 

decisions from the outset and throughout the entire process. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Quality Circle pupil evaluation questions 

1. How have you felt the Quality Circle sessions have gone each week? 

2. Have you learned anything? 

3. Have you enjoyed working in your groups? – Best sessions? Why? 

4. Did you have any difficult moments in your group? 

5. Could you have worked differently with one another? Please explain 

6. Did you understand your task each week? Was it clearly described? 

7. What do think about the Quality Circle approach? 

8. Any other comment? 

 

Table 1: Quality Circle Participants 

Country School Number of Participants Age Male Female 

England School 1 31 13-14 17 14 

 School 2 28 14-15 14 14 

Germany School 1 21 14-16 15 6 

 School 2 24 14-16 16 8 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2007.01846.x
https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Education/Training/Compilation/Pages/a)GeneralCommentNo1TheAimsofEducation(article29)(2001).aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Education/Training/Compilation/Pages/a)GeneralCommentNo1TheAimsofEducation(article29)(2001).aspx


Pastoral Care in Education – Special Issue 

 

27 

 

Italy School 1 24 14-16 24 0 

 School 2 26 14-16 8 18 

 School 3 16 14-16 10 6 

Northern Ireland School 1 21 15-16 12 9 

 School 2 19 14-15 9 10 

The Netherlands School 1; group 1 12 14-15 3 9 

 School 1; group 2 15 14 6 9 

 

Table 2: Sequential Focus Group Participants 

Country School Number of Participants Age Male Female 

England School 1 16 13-14 8 8 

 School 2 16 14-15 8 8 

Germany School 1 8 14-16 1 7 

 School 2; group 1 12 14-16 4 8 

 School 2; group 2 12  4 8 

Italy School 1 8 14-16 8 0 

 School 2 8 14-16 4 4 

 School 3 N/A 14-16 N/A N/A 

Northern Ireland School 1 5 15-16 2 3 

 School 2 7 14-15 3 4 

The Netherlands School 1; group 1 8 14-15 3 5 

 School 1; group 2 8 14 3 5 

 

Table 3: ‘Have you learned anything?’ (Question 2 from pupil evaluation forms)  

Type of pupil learning Number Percentage 

Team work/co-operation 34 21.3% 

Presenting to others/communication/ using PowerPoint 15 9.4% 

General impact of cyberbullying 12 7.5% 

How to protect myself online/block/ defend/stay safe 11 6.9% 

How to respond to cyberbullying (e.g. helping friends, reporting) 11 6.9% 

Problem solving 5 3.1% 

Other 4 2.5% 

Research skills 3 1.9% 

No learning 23 12.5% 

 


