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Understanding Classroom Bullying Climates: the Role of Student
Body Composition, Relationships, and Teaching Quality
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Abstract
Scores of intervention programs these days apply instructional and, sometimes, systemic strategies to reduce bullying in schools.
However, meta-analyses show that, on average, such programs decrease bullying and victimization only by around 20%, and
often show no or negative effects in middle and high schools. Due to these sobering results, we propose the idea that bullying
prevention for adolescents needs to focus more strongly on systemically informed relationship-building efforts. Building on past
research, this study focuses on several aspects of relationships and classroom climate which are significant predictors of bullying
behaviors: SES, ethnicity, and teaching quality. We propose the hypothesis that the link between classroom-level bullying and
three classroom-level factors—students’ SES background, students’ ethnicity, and teaching quality—is mediated by the quality
of student-teacher and student-student relationships (STR and SSR). The study uses multilevel structural regression modeling
(M-SRM) to analyze a large and ethnically diverse American survey dataset (N = 146,044 students). Results confirm the
hypothesis, showing that the relationships between SES and bullying, and between ethnicity and bullying, are entirely mediated
by the quality of STR and SSR; the link between SES and bullying is even over-explained by the two relationship factors.
Furthermore, the quality of STR is a positive predictor of medium strength (standardized coefficient = 0.45) of the quality of SSR.
The findings suggest that schools with high levels of bullying behavior among students need to (re-)focus teacher professional
development on relationship-building skills as well as instructional and a range of systemically informed improvement efforts.
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There is a growing appreciation that bullying, and bully-
victim-bystander behavior, is a prevalent and profoundly toxic
experience for K-12 students, to a greater or lesser extent
around the world (Cohen and Espelage 2020). Research
shows that bullying behavior in schools is widespread
(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
2017a) and negatively affects not only those directly involved,
i.e., victims and bullies (Gini and Pozzoli 2009), but also the

witnesses who see and/or hear about mean and cruel behavior
(Polanin et al. 2012; Twemlow and Sacco 2011).
Consequences of high-level school bullying climates include
physical and emotional pain (Bogart et al. 2014; Hyman
2006), sleeplessness (Hunter et al. 2014; Sanchez et al.
2001; van Geel et al. 2015), psychosomatic disturbances
(Gini and Pozzoli 2013), depression and other severe psychi-
atric disorders (Arseneault et al. 2008; Fisher 2012; Holt et al.
2015; Schreier et al. 2009), obesity (Baldwin et al. 2015),
truancy (Reijntjes et al. 2011; Gastic 2008), delinquency
(Theriot 2004), and lower academic achievement (Ponzo
2013).

The extraordinary and growing interest in bullying has
been both importantly helpful as well as problematic.
Historically, most educational systems around the world were
focused on physical forms of danger and cruel behavior. It is
only in very recent decades—and for many countries, only a
handful of years—that we have begun to recognize, focus on,
and seek to prevent social-emotional forms of mean, cruel,
and disrespectful behaviors (Cohen and Espelage 2020).
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There is not a consensus about how to define bullying. Many
countries use the three-part, scholarly definition of bullying
(Olweus 1993): (1) a person or group who hasmore power, (2)
intentionally acts in hurtful, mean, and/or disrespectful ways,
(3) repeatedly. This definition is problematic in three impor-
tant ways. First, many educators “on the ground” are some-
times confused about whether one person or group has more
power than another. Second, it is sometimes very difficult to
know whether an act was intentional or not. This scholarly
definition is also problematic for another important reason:
Mean, bullying behaviors are not solely about a person or
group of people acting in mean, cruel, and/or disrespectful
ways to another. They are also a social process. As Slaby
et al. (1994) and Twemlow et al. (2001) suggested many years
ago, there is virtually always a witness—such as bystanders
who passively or actively support mean, bullying behaviors or
“upstanders”who struggle—in the best sense of the word—to
consider how to be helpful to the target. In other words, this
scholarly definition is focused on the individual or group who
is perpetuating mean, cruel, and/or disrespectful acts and ne-
gates the social nature of bullying behaviors.

Mean, cruel, and/or disrespectful behaviors are—by defi-
nition—relational: One person or group is acting in particular
hurtful ways to another. In addition to students bullying other
students, it has been found that teachers bully students, stu-
dents bully teachers (Twemlow et al. 2006; Pervin and Turner
1998), and teachers can suffer in bullying climates as much as
students do (Bernotaite and Malinauskiene 2017). Again,
there are virtually always witnesses who see or hear about
these behaviors (Atlas and Pepler 1998; Craig and Pepler
1997; Craig et al. 2000; Smokowski and Evans 2019).

Taking on a relational or triadic perspective, this study’s
purpose is to make a contribution to scientific literature that
explores why high-level bullying climates in schools occur in
the first place in order to generate recommendations for
preventing them.

Specifically, this study draws from Bourdieu’s (1990) hab-
itus theory, among others, and tests the hypothesis that poor
relationship climates—in terms of student-teacher and
student-student relationships—are a root cause of higher
levels of bullying behavior in classrooms with more disadvan-
taged students and poorer teaching quality.

The focus of this study is on older students in secondary
schools. There are now scores of bully prevention programs
that include a wide range of instructional (e.g., student and/or
parent learning/training) and sometimes, systemic goals and
improvement strategies (AERA 2013; National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2016; Vreeman and
Carroll 2007). But, meta-analytic studies have shown that,
on average, these programs decrease bullying and victimiza-
tion by around 20–30%, with similar reductions for
cyberbullying (Gaffney et al. 2019; Ttofi and Farrington
2011). Another meta-analytic study has shown differential

findings for primary vs high school bully prevention efforts:
Programs in elementary schools tend to be quite effective, but
in middle and high schools, these efforts are just as likely to
make bullying worse (Yeager et al. 2015). In other words, we
are far from being able to eliminate bullying behavior in
schools, and there is a particular need for studying bullying
among adolescents.

The Link Between Disadvantaged Family
Background and Bullying Behavior

Levels of bullying behavior differ not only between individ-
uals but also between contexts, such as classrooms (Williford
and Zinn 2018) and schools (Payne and Gottfredson 2004).
One explanation for this might simply be that students from
different family backgrounds tend to behave differently.
Schools with larger numbers of students whose families are
socioeconomically worse-off have been found to have, on
average, more bullying than schools whose students predom-
inantly come from higher-socioeconomic status (SES) house-
holds (Due et al. 2009; Tippett and Wolke 2014).

Several theories try to explain why. For example, there is an
ongoing research debate on whether higher levels of violence
in the American South compared with the American North—
which concur with regional bullying trends that find more
bullying in schools in the American South than schools in
the American North (McCann 2018)—are due to cultural dif-
ferences, or due to poverty and socioeconomic inequality (Lee
et al. 2007). However, these theories are not mutually exclu-
sive and consistent with the fact that lower SES neighbor-
hoods tend to have higher crime rates (Imran et al. 2018)
and that lower SES adolescents more strongly self-report
aggression—and bullying-related mindsets, such as lower
feelings of a sense of purpose and academic status insecurity
(Dietrich and Zimmermann 2019).

Quantitative studies also reveal that ethnic1 background is a
significant predictor of bullying (Nguy 2004; Psalti 2007;
Scherr et al. 2010; Wright and Wachs 2019). This link might
be partially explained by the fact that many ethnic minority
groups—such as Blacks and Latinos in the USA (Shapiro
2017) and many immigrant groups in Europe (Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development 2017b)—are so-
cioeconomically worse-off than members of their countries’
ethnic majority populations. In other words, students from
ethnic minority groups may be more involved in bullying
because they have—on average—lower SES family back-
grounds than their ethnic majority peers, and lower family

1 In the USA, the word race is commonly differentiated from ethnicity, but not
in Europe. This paper follows European convention.
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SES has been found to predict more bullying involvement
(Dietrich and Zimmermann 2019; Tippett and Wolke 2014).

However, research also shows that ethnic family back-
ground remains a significant predictor of bullying when fam-
ily SES is controlled for (Tippett and Wolke 2014). This indi-
cates that other ethnicity-related factors impact higher levels
of bullying behavior among students of color. It has been
found that there is more social status insecurity among lower
SES students (Dietrich and Ferguson 2019;Wright andWachs
2019), possibly induced by social stigma about poor people.
These feelings of insecurity partially mediate the relationship
between socioeconomic status and bullying (Dietrich and
Ferguson 2019). Similarly, differences in bullying behavior
between White students and students of color might be due
to differences in social status insecurity.

The concept of pluralistic ignorance (Perkins 2003) might
also help explain ethnic differences in bullying behavior.
Students of color may have misperceptions about their peers’
expectations andmight wrongly believe that themajority of their
peer groups’members condone aggression or even expect them
to be aggressive. Indeed, negative stereotypes about minority
groups are so pervasive that they are often held—consciously
or unconsciously—by members of the negatively stigmatized
groups themselves (Uzogara et al. 2014; Erikson 1994).

In line with this idea is a research from Ferguson (2016),
who found in a large sample of 2700 US classrooms that
students of color themselves report more misbehavior and
disrespect towards their teachers thanWhite students, but also
more pressure from peers to do things they do not want to do.
This suggests that worse behavior among students of color is a
symptom of worse relationship dynamics, which are ultimate-
ly caused by negative stereotypes about people of color. If this
is correct, it might be that there are smaller differences in
bullying behavior between White students and students of
color in classrooms and schools with better relationship dy-
namics, where all students experience less pressure from their
peers.

Family Status, Teaching Quality, and Bullying

Another explanation for the link between students’ family
background characteristics and their bullying behavior might
be that lower SES and ethnic minority students tend to go to
schools that evidence lower levels of teaching quality (Nieto
and Ramos 2015). Research shows a significant relationship
between teaching styles/teaching quality and students’ bully-
ing (Dietrich and Hofman 2019; Roth 2011). Roth (2011)
explored whether the relationship between the quality of
teaching—with respect to support for student autonomy and
recognition of student perspectives—and bullying behavior is
mediated by students’ internalization of positive values. The
results support the idea that more autonomy-supportive

teaching (AST) instills pro-social values in students, leading
to reduced bullying behavior. Similarly, Wang et al. (2015)
found that attitudes towards bullying mediates the relationship
between positive student-teacher relationships and less bully-
ing. Hence, if schools in lower SES neighborhoods are less
likely to provide teaching methods with strong relationship-
building components than schools in middle- and upper-class
neighborhoods (Sass et al. 2010), lower SES students—
including a disproportionately large number of students from
ethnic minority backgrounds—are less likely to internalize
pro-social values and anti-bullying attitudes and, in turn, more
likely to bully or condone bullying as a bystander.

Another explanation for the link between teaching and bul-
lying is that classroom management skills are an integral part
of teaching, and, by definition, these skills reduce all forms of
misbehavior among students (Hardin 2008). Indeed, empirical
results show significant negative links between teachers’
classroom management skills and their students’ bullying be-
havior (Allen 2010). But how exactly can teachers improve
their classroom management skills? One approach might be
by advancing and professionalizing their relationship-building
skills (Campbell 2018).

Bullying and Relationship Climates

Empirical results show a significant link between the quality
of relationships in schools and all sorts of negative student
behaviors. For example, drawing from Baumrind’s (1966)
parenting styles framework, in a series of studies, Cornell
and his colleagues have shown that “authoritative school cli-
mates” predict better student behavior, including less bullying,
fighting, alcohol and marijuana abuse, carrying of weapons,
gang membership, and suicidal thoughts and behaviors
(Cornell and Huang 2016). Authoritative school climates are
characterized by two essential dimensions: Disciplinary
structure or the idea that school rules are perceived as strict
but fairly enforced, and student support which refers to stu-
dent perceptions that their teachers and other school staff
members treat them with respect and want them to be success-
ful (Cornell et al. 2016).

Attachment theory (Bowlby 1969; Cassidy and Shaver
2016) and mentalization theory (Fonagy et al. 2004;
Bateman and Fonagy 2012) are two, somewhat overlapping
empirically based models that shed light on the link between
relationship quality and bullying. Attachment theory is a
biopsychosocially informed model that focuses on the short-
and long-term dynamics between humans. This model is
based on the understanding that all human infants need to
attach to a caregiver to survive and thrive. And, the nature of
this attachment (e.g., “secure,” “anxious-ambivalent,” “anx-
ious-avoidant,” or “disorganized”) shapes interpersonal life.
Mentalization refers to the ability to understanding the mental
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states of oneself and others, which shapes our overt behavior.
Mentalization can be understood as “thinking about think-
ing”—automatically, consciously, and/or in unrecognized
ways. Mentalizing and attachment experiences influence one
another. Individuals with disorganized attachment style (e.g.,
due to physical, psychological, or sexual abuse), for example,
can have greater difficulty developing the ability to mentalize
(Taubner 2015). Early childhood exposure to mentalization
can protect the individual from psychosocial adversity
(Fonagy and Bateman 2006). This early childhood exposure
to genuine parental mentalization fosters the development of
mentalizing capabilities in children themselves (Rosso et al.
2015; Scopesi 2015).

We suggest that Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory as well
as Fonagy and Bateman’s (Fonagy et al. 2004) mentalization
theory can help shedding light on the link between relation-
ship quality and bullying. Students with secure attachment—
i.e., secure inner working models of positive relationships
they developed during early childhood with the help of emo-
tionally responsive and securely attached primary
caregivers—are more likely to develop the social skills nec-
essary for establishing and maintaining positive relationships
(Seifert 2016). During ongoing positive social interactions
with their parents, teachers, and peers at kindergarten and
school, these students are able to further advance their cogni-
tive and affective mentalization skills, i.e., the ability to put
themselves into others shoes cognitively and emotionally,
which is closely linked to stronger feelings of empathy and,
thus, less bullying (Taubner 2015; Twemlow and Sacco 2011).
Empirical research provides support for this theory. In a sam-
ple of 104 German adolescents, Taubner et al. (2013) found
that the relationship between psychopathy and aggression is
moderated by attachment-related mentalization. In another
sample of 148 mostly White American adolescents Murphy
et al. (2017) find significant relationships between direct bul-
lying involvement as perpetrators and lower attachment to
parents and peers, and between defending victims of bullying
and higher attachment to parents and peers. A three-way in-
teraction term in their regression analyses suggests that, for
male adolescents, higher peer attachment might function as a
protective factor against bullying involvement when parental
attachment is low.

Similarly, it has been suggested that the negative conse-
quences of traumatic early childhood experiences among some
students, which are often externalized as negative behavior, can
be partially mended by positive relationship experiences later in
life, e.g., with specialized teachers who are able to take on the
role of parental figures while retaining a high level of
professionality and self-reflection (Zimmermann 2016). In
sum, secure attachment and advanced mentalization skills
among teachers and students help to theoretically and empiri-
cally explain why classrooms with better relationship climates
are expected to have lower levels of bullying behavior.

An additional explanation for the link might be that stu-
dents with better relationship experiences feel a greater sense
of social responsibility (Ahmed 2006). Indeed, school-
connectedness predicts lower levels of peer victimization
(O’Brennan 2010), and while most students report that they
do not get involved in bullying, a small number of students
indicate that they try to defend the victims (Waasdorp and
Bradshaw 2018). As a result, it can be expected that schools
with better student-teacher and student-peer relationships have
less bullying because more students feel a responsibility to
defend its victims.

Social Habitus, Relationship Climates,
and Bullying

Students from lower SES family backgrounds might be
more involved in bullying dynamics because they have
greater trouble socially adjusting to schools than their
higher status peers (Sampasa-Kanyinga and Hamilton
2016). Qualitative research has found that lower SES
and working-class parents have more conflict with
teachers due to class-based differences in expectations
and misunderstandings (Lareau 2011) and explain these
findings with Pierre Bourdieu’s (1990) social habitus
concept. According to this theory, people from the same
social classes tend to share cultural expectations and be-
havioral habits. Teachers and school administrators most
commonly share a White middle-class habitus. As a re-
sult, students from lower and working classes, or from
ethnic minority backgrounds, have a greater cultural
(habitus) gap to bridge, leading to less cordial relation-
ships with teachers and school administrators. Given that
the quality of relationships in schools are negatively re-
lated to bullying dynamics (Longobardi et al. 2017;
Maunder and Crafter 2018), it is possible that a habitus
mismatch between disadvantaged students and teachers
manifests itself in poorer relationship climates in schools
with higher percentages of lower SES and ethnic minor-
ity students, leading to higher levels of bullying
behavior.

Some quantitative studies support the idea of a habitus
mismatch. Specifically, lower SES students tend to feel less
connected to schools than higher SES peers (Sampasa-
Kanyinga and Hamilton 2016), and students with lower
school-connectedness have been found to be more involved
in bullying dynamics (O’Brennan 2010). In addition, lower
SES and ethnic minority students have been found to not only
feel more disconnect from schools (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al.
2019) but are also more likely to worry that they are perceived
as less intelligent by student peers, which mediates the rela-
tionship between their family SES background and bullying
behavior (Dietrich and Ferguson 2019).
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Study Purpose

Students’ SES family background (Due et al. 2009; Tippett
and Wolke 2014), students’ ethnic identity (Nguy 2004; Psalti
2007; Scherr et al. 2010), and the teaching quality in class-
rooms (Dietrich and Hofman 2019; Roth 2011) are significant
predictors of students’ bullying behavior. Furthermore, the
quality of relationships in schools has been found to predict
bullying among students (Maunder and Crafter 2018). Hence,
this study proposes the hypothesis that the link between
classroom-level bullying and three classroom-level factors—
students’ SES background, students’ ethnicity, and teaching
quality—can be statistically explained by the quality of
student-teacher and student-student relationships (STR and
SSR). The classroom level of analysis was chosen because
an Inter-Correlation-Coefficient analysis has shown that
70% more variance of the bullying outcome variable in this
study can be explained at the classroom than the school level.
A student-level analysis was ruled out, because the teaching
quality measures in this study, the Tripod 7Cs, have only been
shown to be valid and reliable at the classroom level.

Specifically, this study hypothesizes that students’ SES, be-
ing White versus being a student of color, and teaching quality
in the classroom predict the quality of STR and SSR in the
classroom, which in turn predict students’ bullying (see
Fig. 1). In addition, direct paths from SES and being White to
teaching quality are expected because the classroom composi-
tion in terms of SES (Kane and Cantrell 2010) and ethnicity

(Jackson 2009) has been found to predict the quality of teaching
in class. A direct path from STR to SSR is also hypothesized
because, in accordance with Bandura’s social learning theory
(Bandura 1977), the way teachers treat students has been found
to influence how students treat each other (Chory and Offstein
2018; Hughes et al. 1999). SES, being White, and teaching
quality may also have direct paths to bullying, because STR
and SSRmight not explain the entire relationship between these
three classroom-level factors and bullying. Students being
White and SES background are allowed to covary because of
the strong historic link between ethnicity and SES in the USA
(Shapiro 2017; Williams et al. 2016).

Methods

Participants

The sample of this study is based on the Tripod student survey
created and administered by Tripod Education Partners, an
American educational research firm (Tripod Education
Partners 2019). The Tripod student survey is conducted annu-
ally in primary and secondary schools in all major regions of
the USA and asks students a large variety of questions on
school-related topics, including teachers’ instructional skills,
the quality of students’ relationships with teachers, the quality
of students’ relationships among each other, students’ social
behaviors, and students’ family background characteristics.

Fig. 1 Hypothesized path model:
classroom-level SES, being
White, and teaching quality as
predictors of bullying, mediated
by the quality of student-teacher
and student-student relationships
(STR and SSR)
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Schools in the Tripod sample are typically either part of a
public school district or private charter school network, which
hired Tripod Education Partners for the primary purpose of
providing teachers with student feedback about their teaching
quality. Hence, some schools collect Tripod survey data vol-
untarily, while most schools’ participation is required.
Participants are all students who were at school the day the
Tripod survey was scheduled by the respective school.

The study sample was collected in grades 5 through 12
during the academic years 2012–2015. The total N is
146,044 students from 7247 classrooms, 131 schools, and
29 districts. Overall, the sample has a balanced gender ratio
(50% female and 50% male), but with 30% White students
and 70% students of color, it is notably more diverse than the
overall American student population (National Center for
Education Statistics 2019). This is not unexpected because
the Tripod student survey is primarily used for school im-
provement purposes and, thus, should be more prevalent in
lower performing school districts, which tend to be ethnically
more diverse and less wealthy (Reardon et al. 2019).

Procedures

Schools primarily use the Tripod survey results to provide
their teachers with detailed feedback on students’ views on
the quality of their teaching, measured by the Tripod 7Cs
Framework of Effective Teaching, and in some schools and
districts, the 7Cs scores are even used for teacher evaluations
and factored into teacher salaries. Tripod surveys are conduct-
ed school-wide and administered online or via pen and paper,
and they are completely confidential. Most survey participants
filled in the surveys on the day their schools administered
them in the entire school, but in a few cases, students were
permitted to complete and hand in their survey responses later.

Instruments

Bullying

Student bullying is a two-item factor from the Tripod student
survey (Tripod Education Partners 2016) and measures to
what degree students believe others perceive them as bullies/
intimidating. Both items are measured on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (Totally True) to 5 (Totally Untrue) and
read “Other students think I am a bully” and “Some teachers
seem afraid of me.” Before inserted into the model, the items
were aggregated to the classroom level. Internal validity has
been previously confirmed via multilevel confirmatory factor
analysis (ML-CFA) (Dietrich and Zimmermann 2019). Even
though the bullying factor does not measure actual bullying
behavior, which is practically impossible to establish on a very
large scale, it is a valuable proxy that has been found to be a

significant predictor of students’ self-perceived victimization
rates in schools (Dietrich and Ferguson 2019).

Student-Student and Student-Teacher Relationships

The quality of student-teacher and student-student relation-
ships are two latent factors based on three items each. The
STR-items are the following: respects_t (“I treat the adults at
this school with respect, even if I don’t know them”),
t_respect (“Teachers in the hallways treat me with respect,
even if they don’t knowme”), and quiet_down (“I would quiet
down if someone said I was talking too loudly in the hall-
way.”) The SSR-items are as follows: pressure (“I do things
I don’t want to do because of pressure from other students”),
fight (“At this school, I must be ready to fight to defend my-
self”), and popular (“Trying to be popular sometimes distracts
me from my work in this class”), which have been reverse-
coded to measure higher quality SSR. All six relationship
items are measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(Totally True) to 5 (Totally Untrue). Before inserted into the
model, the items were aggregated to the classroom level. Both
factors’ construct validity has been previously confirmed via
ML-CFA (Dietrich 2019).

Teaching Quality

Teaching quality is measured by the 7Cs composite, an index
based on the Tripod 7Cs Framework of Effective Teaching
(Tripod Education Partners 2016). The 7Cs composite con-
sists of the Tripod 7Cs indices, which are averages of a total
of 34 items measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(Totally True) to 5 (Totally Untrue).

To calculate the 7Cs indices, all 34 items are first aggregat-
ed to the classroom level, then averaged as follows:Care has 3
items and α = .79 in this dataset, Confer has 3 items and
α = .79,Captivate has 4 items and α = .85,Clarify has 9 items
and α = .90, Consolidate has 3 items and α = .76, Challenge
has 5 items and α = .81, and Classroom Management consists
of 7 items and α = .84. The 7Cs composite is calculated as the
mean of the 7Cs indices and α = .92 in this dataset; higher
values indicate better teaching quality. Validity and reliability
of the 7Cs Composite at the classroom level are well-
established (Cantrell and Kane 2013; Polikoff 2016).

Socioeconomic Status

The SES-index in the Tripod survey consists of three items:
the number of books at home (5-point Likert scale), the num-
ber of computers at home (4-point Likert scale), and the
highest educational level among students’ parents (5-point
Likert scale). All three items were standardized and aggregat-
ed to the classroom level for the analysis. Construct validity of
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this index has been previously confirmed via the ML-CFA
(Dietrich and Zimmermann 2019).

Ethnicity

Student ethnicity is a bivariate variable, 1 for being White, 0
for being a student of color or multiethnic. This measure is
based on students’ self-perceptions, who choose from a wide
range of identities, including White, Black, Latino/a, Asian,
Native American/Pacific Islander, and Arab/Middle Eastern.
Multiple answers are permitted in the Tripod survey. For the
analysis, the variable was aggregated to the classroom level,
transforming it into percentages of White students in the
classroom.

Analyses

In order to test the proposed hypotheses, this study usesMplus
8 to apply multilevel structural regression modeling (ML-
SRM) because it permits complex path modeling analyses
with nested data and latent factors (Kline 2011). In order to
compare model fit, the study uses and presents χM

2, SRMR,
CFI, TLI, and RMSEA statistics. The recommended cutoffs
for these statistics are from Hu (1999): RMSEA and SRMR
should be < 0.08, CFI and TLI should be > 0.90. All endoge-
nous variables are tested for acceptable kurtosis (< 7) and
skewness (< 2), as required by maximum likelihood estima-
tion. The significance of mediation effects is estimated via the
normality approach, which is more conservative than
bootstrapping and, thus, more prone to type 2 errors
(Preacher and Hayes 2004). However, this shortcoming is
more than compensated for by the study’s very large sample
size. All results in this study will be reported in effect sizes, as
calculated by the Mplus 8.

Missing Data

Table 1 summarizes missing values of all items. The analyses
apply full information maximum likelihood estimation
(FIML) to handle missings, which is considered a superior
approach to more time-consuming multiple imputation ap-
proaches commonly applied in multiple regression studies
(Allison 2012).

Results

Figure 2 shows the final path model with the best fit statistics
(χM

2 = 3984.967, CFI = 0.987, TLI = 0.982, RMSEA =
0.022, SRMR = 0.029), which are well within the acceptable
range of Hu and Bentler’s (Hu 1999) recommendations. The
main hypothesis can be confirmed: Students’ socioeconomic
status, percentage of White students, and teaching quality

have direct and/or indirect paths to the quality of student-
teacher and student-student relationships, which in turn have
direct paths to bullying. Teaching quality and the percentage
of White students both have no direct path to bullying, sug-
gesting that STR and SSR explain the entire relationship be-
tween White/teaching quality and bullying. Students’ SES
shows a direct path to bullying (standardized coefficient =
0.07, p < 0.001) but with a reverse (positive) sign, meaning
that STR and SSR over-explain the negative relationship be-
tween SES and bullying.2 In other words, students from
higher SES backgrounds report that they more strongly be-
lieve that they are bullies in the eyes of others than students
from lower SES backgrounds, holding the quality of relation-
ships in school constant.

As expected, the quality of SSR in classrooms has the
strongest direct path to bullying with a large and negative
effect size (standardized coefficient = − 0.87, p < 0.001),

Table 1 Missing values

Missing values

Total Percent

Bullying index

Bully 14,340 10

Intimidate 17,230 8

Teaching quality index

7Cs composite 7832 5

Care 416 < 1

Confer 6748 5

Captivate 5576 4

Clarify 1577 1

Consolidate 5358 4

Challenge 2226 2

Classroom management 4272 3

SES index

Books 9858 7

Compu 15,782 11

Pared 65,062 45

STR index

Respects_t 17,621 12

t_respect 16,427 11

Quiet_down 15,354 11

SSR index

Pressure 17,832 12

Fight 17,361 12

Popular 4690 3

N = 146.044 students. STR = quality of student teacher relationships;
SSR = quality of student-student relationships

2 SES and bullying involvement are typically negatively correlatedwhen other
factors, such as quality of relationships, are not statistically controlled for. This
is also true in this study’s dataset.
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followed by STR with a small and negative effect size (stan-
dardized coefficient = − 0.16, p < 0.001), and SES with a tiny
positive effect size (standardized coefficient = 0.07,
p < 0.001). The strongest direct path to the quality of SSR is
the quality of STR with a medium and positive effect size
(standardized coefficient = 0.45, p < 0.001), indicating that
teachers might have a notably positive impact on how students
treat each other if they are skilled in establishing positive
relationships with them. An alternative explanation of this link
might be that poor SSR negatively impacts the quality of STR.
Both explanations are not mutually exclusive and should be
tested with longitudinal data in future research.

SES also has a positive path to SSR (standardized coeffi-
cient = 0.10, p < 0.001) and White (standardized coefficient =
0.09, p < 0.001), but even their combined effect to SSR is less
than half of the effect of STR to SSR. In other words, teachers’
skills in establishing positive relationships with students are
probably more important for positive relationship climates in
classrooms than students’ SES and ethnic family background
composition.

The very small to tiny but statistically significant positive
paths from SES (standardized coefficient = 0.10, p < 0.001)
andWhite (standardized coefficient = 0.02, p < 0.05) to teach-
ing quality suggest that students’ family background might
influence teaching quality in classrooms. This might be ex-
plained by the finding that disadvantaged students, such as

lower SES students and students of color, self-report more
misbehavior than higher SES and White students, making
teaching more difficult (Ferguson 2016). Lastly, both links
are further evidence supporting the theory of a habitus-
mismatch between teachers and students of color or lower
SES family background.

Discussion and Practical Implications

Frequent bullying behavior of students is a serious challenge
in many schools, and in particular in those where students are
predominantly from lower SES (Due et al. 2009; Tippett and
Wolke 2014) or ethnic minority (Nguy 2004; Psalti 2007;
Scherr et al. 2010) family backgrounds. In accordance with
Bordieu’s (Bourdieu 1990) habitus theory, the findings of this
study confirm this pattern and suggest that one effective way
to effectively reduce bullying might be to improve teachers’
skills in establishing positive relationships with students, in
particular those from disadvantaged family backgrounds.
The findings also concur with research results from Wang
et al. (2015), which suggest that better student-teacher rela-
tionships might lead to stronger anti-bullying attitudes among
students and in turn, less bullying.

However, additional research using longitudinal data is re-
quired to test the causal directionality of the paths in this

Fig. 2 Final ML-SR model:
classroom-level SES and teaching
quality as predictors of bullying,
mediated by the quality of
student-teacher and student-
student relationships (STR and
SSR). Model fit statistics: χM

2 =
3984.967; CFI = 0.987; TLI =
0.982; RMSEA = 0.022; SRMR
= 0.029. All paths are statistically
highly significant (p < 0.001), ex-
cept for the path from White to
teaching quality, which is only
significant (p < 0.05)
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study’s final model. For the purpose of developing effective
bullying intervention practices for adolescents who attend eth-
nically diverse schools in low-SES neighborhoods, future re-
search needs to explore whether the negative link between
students’ bullying and better teacher relationships might hap-
pen explicitly (e.g., teachers successfully convince students
that bullying is not OK), or implicitly (e.g., teachers success-
fully model positive relationships, which leads to students
automatically and unconsciously adopting pro-social and
anti-bullying attitudes), or both.

Another question remains about how teachers can improve
their relationship-building skills. Research on empathic
discipline can provide some insight. Okonofua et al. (2016b)
have theorized that from day one on, teachers and certain
student of color groups enter the classroom with preconceived
negative notions about each other. Specifically, teachers ex-
pect that certain students of color tomisbehave and, thus, learn
to apply punitive strategies in their desperate and unsuccessful
attempts to control them. Simultaneously, the negatively ste-
reotyped students of color expect their teachers to treat them
particularly unfairly and harshly and therefore misbehave and
rebel against this perceived injustice. The result is a self-
fulfilling prophecy fueled from both sides, teachers and stu-
dents of color, leading to disproportionate expulsion rates for
“difficult” students of color groups (US Department of
Education 2014), and to burnout syndromes among chronical-
ly overwhelmed teachers (Ozkilica and Kartal 2012; Aloe
et al. 2014).

Fortunately, disciplinary punishments can be strongly re-
duced with an empathic mindset intervention (Okonofua et al.
2016a). Particularly, they were able to cut students’ expulsion
rates in half after convincing teachers of the idea that misbe-
havior among students could be the result of feelings of inse-
curity and peer pressure, not ill will. Okonofua et al. infer from
their findings that teachers are less likely to use punishment as
a means to control students and instead apply more empathetic
strategies that value students’ perspectives. In turn, students
feel more fairly treated and misbehave less. This disproves
teachers’ negative expectations and leads to better student-
teacher relationships.

Historically, elementary school teachers have focused on
their relational abilities in pre-service learning. However, high
school teachers have not. Pre-service learning for high school
teachers tends to focus on their content area (e.g., science or
language arts) alone. Over the last three decades, there have
been a range of ways that educators and school-based mental
health professionals have worked to promote classroom,
building, and district leaders’ relational abilities in the USA:
Annenberg foundation’s Critical Friends Groups (Bambino
2002) to Parker Palmer’s Courage to Teach professional de-
velopment efforts (Center for Courage and Renewal 2019) to
Japanese Lesson Study (Lesson Study Group 2019) to even
more formal leadership development efforts, including the

Academy for Social Emotional Learning (2019), the CARE
(Cultivating Awareness and Resilience in Education) program
(CREATE for Education 2019), and the National School
Climate Center’s School Climate Leadership program
(NSCC n.d.). As interest in social emotional learning and
school climate is increasing around the world, there is growing
interest in adult social, emotional, and civic learning.

School-based (and other) mental health professionals
have—generally—been even more attuned to the importance
of their being involved with ongoing adult professional devel-
opment that supports and promotes their relational capacities.
In fact, there is an implicit social norm that supports mental
health professionals being involved with ongoing supervisory
and/or professional development efforts throughout their post-
graduate learning. The findings in this paper suggest that ed-
ucation leaders, schools, and teachers might want to take an-
other close look at this idea for the purpose of student-teacher
relationships.

The findings of this paper also indicate that bullying might
be effectively reduced with school intervention efforts that
target student-student relationships directly, although addi-
tional research is needed to evaluate whether the link from
student-student relationships to bullying is indeed causal.
Divecha and Brackett (2019) argue that bullying prevention
programs require a shift towards evidence-based practices of
social-emotional learning (SEL) in order to become more ef-
fective, and refer to meta-analytic analyses to support their
case (Durlak et al. 2011). These suggest that social-
emotional learning improves relationships and reduces bully-
ing. In addition, the authors note that SEL programs designed
for students can also have positive effects on teachers’ social
emotional skills and well-being (Domitrovich et al. 2016;
Schonert-Reichl 2017).

Tzani-Pepelasi et al. (2019) propose the idea that peer
mentoring programs might effectively improve student-
student relationships and reduce bullying. In their research,
they introduce the so-called buddy approach, in which older
students take on the role of mentor of younger students and
provide structured peer support. According to their qualitative
results based on semi-structured interviews with students, the
buddy approach “[…] improves students’ sense of friendships,
safety, belonging, and protection […]” (Tzani-Pepelasi et al.,
p. 111). However, the authors also warn that the buddy ap-
proach has not yet been tested with adolescents and therefore
be implemented with caution at the secondary school level.

The findings from this study underscore the growing
research-based understanding that learning happens in rela-
tional contexts (Berman et al. 2018; Jones and Kahn 2017).
Developmental systems theories and findings from neurosci-
ence, developmental science, epigenetics, early childhood,
psychology, adversity science, resilience science, the learning
sciences, and the social sciences underscore that complex re-
lational systems shape development and learning (Osher et al.
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2018). Yet, to a great extent in educational policy and practice,
leaders around the world have and continue to focus on in-
structional efforts alone. Our quest to identify “evidence-
based” curriculum and instruction has been understandable,
but narrow in focus. Historically, educational practice and
research leaders have focused on instruction. Over the last
dozen or so year, there has been a growing appreciation that
we need to recognize and promote systemically as well as
instructionally informed improvement efforts to further effec-
tive and sustainable pro-social (e.g., SEL, school climate,
character education, and mental health promotion) and school
safety efforts (Cohen and Espelage 2020). There are a range of
important systemically informed improvement goals that are
relevant to school safety efforts including: indicators for suc-
cess; the nature of leadership development efforts for students
as well as educators; district and state policy; how iterative and
continuous learning (individual, school, and between schools)
is supported; codes of conduct, rules, and social norms; and
the major themes and rituals that help to shape school life
(Cohen et al. 2009; National School Climate Council 2015;
Thapa et al. 2013).

There is no simple or “correct” way to conceptualize the
multitude of variables that color and shape individual and
organizational life. This study supports the notion that in ad-
dition to our needing to recognize and focus on systemic and
instructional factors and processes that we need to always pay
attention to relational processes and goals (National School
Climate Council 2015).

Limitations and Future Research Directions

The study has several limitations. First, the analyses are based
on cross-sectional data, which means that paths could not be
evaluated for causality of effect. Future research could test the
link between SSR and STR, the links between these two rela-
tionship factors and student bullying behavior, and the link
between teaching quality and STR for directionality of effect.
For example, improving teachers’ relationship-building skills
might lead to better teaching quality, better teaching quality
might lead to better relationships, or both. This focus overlaps
with the recent final The Aspen Institutes’ report (2019) from
the National Commission on Social Emotional and Academic
Development: Effective and sustainable SEL, school climate,
and school safety improvement efforts need to be grounded in
ongoing educator/adult SEL informed learning about student
development and the nature of learning. These research find-
ings, we hope, will inform educational policy and practice
leaders about the importance of teacher professional develop-
ment training for better teaching skills as well as developmen-
tally informed understandings that can be expected to improve
the relationship climate in schools and thus, reduce bullying.

Second, all data are based on student perceptions.
However, while students’ objectivity can be contested, it has
been convincingly argued that self-perceptions are more im-
portant than “objective reality” when it comes to explaining
social phenomena, such as bullying behavior and interperson-
al relationships (Glei et al. 2018).

Third, the outcome factor of bullying consists of only two
items, and students do not read a common definition of bul-
lying before filling in the Tripod survey’s bullying question.
More items might have been preferable (Kline 2011), but are
not available in the Tripod dataset; a common bullying defi-
nition would have increased the outcome variable’s reliability.
This being said, previous research has supported the validity
of the Tripod bullying variable “other students think I am a
bully,” showing that its school aggregate is a significant pre-
dictor of students’ school-level reporting of victimization
(Dietrich and Ferguson 2019). In other words, the more
strongly students in a school belief they are perceived by
others as bullies, the more strongly students of the same
school report that they perceive themselves as victims of
bullying.

Fourth, the factor SSR does not measure the quality of
student-student relationships directly. All three items of
SSR are only proxies of poor student-student relationship
climates.

Fifth, the analyses of this study were conducted with data
collected from adolescents only. Future research should test
this study’s proposed final model with data collected among
children. Important differences to adolescents can be expect-
ed. Relationships with adults are more important for
explaining children’s behavior, peer relationships more impor-
tant for explaining adolescent behavior (Branje 2018). Hence,
the quality of student-teacher relationships might be a stronger
predictor of bullying among children while, in contrast, the
quality of student-student relationships might be a stronger
predictor of bullying behavior among adolescents.

Sixth, future research could explore the unexpected result
that students from higher SES backgrounds bully more than
students from lower SES backgrounds when the quality of
relationships in schools is held constant. One possible expla-
nation is that higher SES students are raised to be more com-
petitive than lower SES students, which can in turn lead to
more stress and aggression (Hamid and Shah 2016; Llorca
et al. 2017). Both emotions have been linked to more bullying
behavior (Dietrich and Zimmermann 2019; Kampoli et al.
2017). Another explanation is that there is a power imbalance
between higher and lower SES students in peer groups, which
provides higher SES students with more opportunities of re-
lational bullying through the peer group.

Finally, this study has focused on classroom-based relation-
ships and instruction. As noted above, person-to-person and
classroom experiences are always “nested” within larger sys-
tems, school, district, and community life.
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The results of this study support the understanding that the
relationships between bullying and student family back-
ground, in terms of SES and ethnicity, and between bullying
and teaching quality, are entirely mediated by differences in
the quality of relationships in classrooms between students
and teachers, as well as students and their peers, in accordance
with Bourdieu’s (1990) habitus theory. Consequently, schools
with severe bullying problems, often those with high percent-
ages of lower SES students and students of color, are well-
advised to focus teachers’ professional development training
on teachers’ social-emotional and relationship-building skills.
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