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Abstract
Identifying factors that influence peer aggression and victimization is 
important because of their high prevalence rates and associated negative 
outcomes during early adolescence. Limited research has examined the 
impact of environmental and contextual factors, such as school climate, 
on peer aggression and victimization. This study longitudinally examined 
bidirectional relations between school climate and peer aggression and 
between school climate and victimization over 6 months. Participants were 
265 sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students (50% female; 82% African 
American). Bidirectional path regression analyses showed that students who 
reported higher levels of positive student-teacher relationships at Time 1 
engaged in lower frequencies of aggression and experienced less victimization 
at Time 2. Students who reported higher levels of awareness and reporting 
of violence at Time 1 had more positive student-teacher relationships and 
engaged in lower frequencies of aggression at Time 2.
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Introduction

Peer aggression and victimization are prevalent, and some researchers found 
that the highest rates of these behaviors and experiences, respectively, occur 
during early adolescence (Card & Hodges, 2008; Marcus, 2007). Between 
30% and 60% of middle-school students reported peer victimization experi-
ences (Card & Hodges, 2008). Among adolescents living in urban, low-
income communities, 50% to 96% of youth reported witnessing aggression 
or experiencing victimization (Zimmerman & Messner, 2013). Peer aggres-
sion and victimization can result in physical injury, psychosocial maladjust-
ment, and difficulties in academic and social domains (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 2012; Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch, 2010). 
Although studies have identified risk and protective factors for peer aggres-
sion and victimization at the individual level (e.g., emotion regulation, social, 
and coping skills), family level (e.g., parental involvement and family rela-
tionships and environment), and peer level (e.g., peer support, behaviors, and 
attitudes toward aggression), fewer studies have incorporated environmental 
and contextual factors (Card & Hodges, 2008; Espelage, 2014; Valois, 
MacDonald, Bretous, Fischer, & Drane, 2002). School climate (i.e., student-
student relationships, student-teacher relationships, and awareness and 
reporting of violence) is an environmental and contextual factor which may 
influence and be influenced by peer aggression and victimization. This study 
is the first to our knowledge to examine longitudinal bidirectional relations 
between these variables among early adolescents in middle school.

School climate is defined a number of ways. Some studies conceptualize 
school climate as an individual’s perspective about their own experiences of 
being connected, belonging, or attached to school (Loukas & Pasch, 2013; 
Wilson, 2004). A disadvantage of this definition is that it does not assess the 
overall quality of relationships between individuals (i.e., peers, teachers, and 
administrators) at their school. The quality of student-student relationships 
and student-teacher relationships is central to defining school climate, as 
these relationships represent primary social supports within the school envi-
ronment (Bizumic, Reynolds, Turner, Bromhead, & Subasic, 2009). Students’ 
perception of the level of awareness and reporting of violence at their school 
is another important aspect of school climate. It has been conceptualized as 
perceptions that teachers support students in reporting violent incidents (e.g., 
“students are encouraged to report bullying and aggression”). In addition, it 
is conceptualized as teachers’ recognition and response to aggressive inci-
dents among students (e.g., “teachers know when students are being picked 
on or bullied”). This construct is important because it reflects the degree to 
which students perceive that social controls to address peer aggression are in 
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place and active at their school. It also represents the extent to which they 
perceive that teachers will be receptive and intervene to help students if they 
disclose incidents of violence. These three aspects of school climate are fun-
damental in supporting students’ prosocial behavior and safety (Vessels, 
1998). Middle school is a particularly relevant time to examine these aspects 
of school climate. There are differences in environmental and contextual 
dynamics compared to elementary school, and prevalence rates of peer 
aggression and victimization tend to be higher. In contrast to elementary 
schools, middle schools are typically larger in size. Students experience more 
complicated class schedules (e.g., many class changes), and teachers have 
higher expectations for student organizational skills and independence 
(Nansel, Haynie, & Simons-Morton, 2003).

Theory

Social-ecological models (Bronfenbrenner & Kiesler, 1977) posit that indi-
viduals influence each other through their behavior in school contexts. An act 
of student aggression will impact not only the aggressor and victim, but also 
the youth who witness or hear about the incident. A number of students may 
know about an aggressive incident and the action or inaction of teachers to 
resolve it and administer consequences. Similarly, prosocial student-student 
interactions and student-teacher interactions are experienced and witnessed 
by other students. Students also see whether teachers reinforce prosocial 
behavior between students. Through these experiences and observations, 
youth form perceptions about the quality of student-student relationships and 
student-teacher relationships at their school. For example, youth may per-
ceive that their teachers treat students fairly with caring and respect. In addi-
tion, youth may perceive that students at their school are kind, respectful, and 
get along well together. These perceptions can result in more positive social 
interactions between students and with their teachers and lower frequencies 
of peer aggression and victimization (Roeser & Eccles, 1998).

Consistent with socio-ecological models (Bronfenbrenner & Kiesler, 
1977), several studies found that the quality of interpersonal relationships 
predicted decreased peer aggression in samples that included early adoles-
cents (Elsaesser, Gorman-Smith, & Henry, 2013; Henry, Farrell, Schoeny, 
Tolan, & Dymnicki, 2011; Turner, Reynolds, Lee, Subasic, & Bromhead, 
2014). Turner et al. (2014) found that as perceptions of school-based group 
support from students and adults increased, the frequency adolescents 
engaging in aggression decreased. Similarly, high-quality student-student 
relationships and student-teacher relationships led to subsequent decreases 
in the frequencies of relational and physical aggression across middle school 
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(Elsaesser et al., 2013; Henry et al., 2011). Although these studies provided 
some evidence that high-quality interpersonal relationships at school pre-
dicted lower rates of peer aggression, none examined the reciprocal path 
regressing peer aggression on these school climate factors.

Studies that included early adolescents found prospective relations 
between high-quality interpersonal relationships at school and lower frequen-
cies of peer victimization (Elsaesser et al., 2013; Turner et al., 2014). For 
seventh to tenth graders, increased perceptions of group support at school 
(e.g., that people listen to and are not mean to each other) resulted in decreased 
peer victimization (Turner et al., 2014). Elsaesser et al. (2013) found that 
positive student-student relationships but not student-teacher relationships 
led to lower frequencies of relational victimization from sixth to eighth grade.

Individuals’ experiences and observations of student and teacher behav-
iors informs their perceptions of behavioral expectations, norms, and conse-
quences at their school (Ajzen & Madden, 1986; Bandura, 1977). These 
perceptions, in turn, may influence behavior. Social learning theory (Bandura, 
1977) conceptualizes learning as a process that takes place when a person 
observes behaviors that are modeled by others, and the consequences that 
follow those behaviors (Bandura, 1977). Consistent with social learning the-
ory, higher levels of student awareness and reporting of violence may 
decrease peer aggression based on observing negative consequences for stu-
dents who engage in aggression. Furthermore, according to planned behavior 
theory (Ajzen & Madden, 1986), one factor that affects youth behavior is the 
perceived social controls in place which may support or deter aggression. 
Students who perceive that teachers are responsive to reports of aggressive 
incidents and act to stop this behavior may be less likely to engage in aggres-
sive behavior. In contrast, high rates of peer aggression were linked to per-
ceptions that social controls to deter aggression (e.g., teacher responsiveness 
to aggressive incidents) are lacking in a school (Ajzen & Madden, 1986).

A couple of studies have examined the relations between student percep-
tions of awareness and reporting of violence and between peer victimization 
and/or peer aggression. One study found that perceived awareness and report-
ing of violence was not related to changes in relational victimization or in rela-
tional aggression (Elsaesser et al., 2013). Another study found that higher rates 
of student perceptions of awareness and reporting of violence resulted in 
decreased physical aggression for girls but not boys (Henry et al., 2011). 
Although a paucity of research exists on these relations, related research find-
ings showed that victimized students were less likely to seek support, and 
aggressive students were less likely to receive support from peers and teachers 
(Demaray & Malecki, 2003; Furlong, Chang, Bates, & Morrison, 1995). These 
mixed findings highlight the need for future efforts in this area to clarify these 
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longitudinal relations. For example, the findings may be different because one 
study focused on relational aggression and victimization, and the other on 
physical aggression (Elsaesser et al., 2013; Henry et al., 2011). It is also impor-
tant to assess whether higher levels of peer aggression or victimization decrease 
the rates of perceived awareness and reporting of violence over time.

Transactional theory (Sameroff, 1983) provides a framework for under-
standing longitudinal, bidirectional relations between peer aggression and 
victimization and the quality of interpersonal relationships at school. This 
helps to offer a more complete picture of how these constructs influence each 
other over time (Nickerson, Singleton, Schnurr, & Collen, 2014). To illus-
trate, transactional theory helps us understand how individual experiences in 
a particular environment are shaped by, and shape, the development of indi-
vidual behavior (Sameroff & Mackenzie, 2003). Applied to school contexts, 
transactional theory suggests that high rates of student aggression and/or vic-
timization may develop through negative and coercive patterns of interaction 
with peers and/or teachers. These patterns can be maintained by teacher char-
acteristics such as insufficient classroom management skills, inappropriate 
expectations, or a lack of experience handling problem behaviors (Sutherland 
& Oswald, 2005). For students who report high rates of peer aggression and/
or victimization, these negative patterns of interactions with peers and/or 
teachers may lead to heightened perceptions of poor-quality student-student 
relationships and student-teacher relationships at their school. Among youth 
who experience high rates of peer victimization, these negative interaction 
patterns may contribute to perceptions that teachers will not support their 
needs. These perceptions may then inhibit students’ willingness to seek help 
for school violence (Leadbeater, Sukhawathanakul, Smith, & Bowen, 2015).

One study considered bidirectional relations between the quality of inter-
personal relationships and peer victimization (Leadbeater et al., 2015). 
However, this study focused on elementary school students (i.e., third and 
fourth graders) instead of middle school. Results supported bidirectional 
relations, in which higher frequencies of peer victimization predicted low-
quality student-teacher relationships based on parent report, and low-quality 
student-teacher relationships led to increased peer victimization. In contrast, 
students who reported high frequencies of peer victimization experienced 
decreased quality in self-reported student-student relationships over time, but 
the reciprocal relation was not found.

The Present Study

The main contribution of this study is the examination of bidirectional, longitu-
dinal relations between three key aspects of school climate (i.e., student-student 
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relationships, student-teacher relationships, and student perceptions of aware-
ness and reporting of violence) and peer aggression and victimization among 
early adolescents in middle school. It contributes to the literature by providing 
a better understanding of the direction and strength of the relations between 
school climate variables and students’ aggression and victimization. Study 
findings may inform universal youth violence-prevention programs and high-
light potential leverage points for intervention in the school environment. The 
three aspects of school climate we assessed represent key proximal outcomes 
for widely used school environment interventions focusing on youth violence 
prevention such as the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (Olweus, Limber, 
& Mihalic, 1999).

Our study questions were to determine the following: (a) the extent to 
which the school climate variables predicted changes in peer aggression and 
peer victimization and (b) the extent to which peer aggression and victimiza-
tion predicted changes in the school climate variables over a 6-month period. 
The hypotheses were as follows: (1) high-quality student-teacher relation-
ships will predict decreased peer aggression and victimization, (2) high-qual-
ity student-student relationships will predict decreased peer aggression and 
victimization, (3) higher levels of student awareness and reporting of vio-
lence will predict decreased peer aggression and victimization, (4) higher 
frequencies of peer victimization will lead to poor-quality student-student 
relationships and student-teacher relationships, and lower rates of student 
awareness and reporting of violence, and (5) higher frequencies of peer 
aggression will lead to poor-quality student-student relationships and stu-
dent-teacher relationships, and lower rates of student awareness and report-
ing of violence. This study goal was to identify the direction and strength of 
these relations among early adolescents in middle school.

Method

Participants

Data were collected from 265 sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-grade students who 
attended an urban, public middle school in the southeastern United States at 
two time points that spanned approximately 6 months (October 2010-March 
2011). Participating students were part of a larger study that evaluated the 
effectiveness of a violence-prevention program, Second Step: Student suc-
cess through prevention program (Committee for Children, 2008). The total 
school enrollment was 604. For the intervention, 12 classes (4 per grade) 
were randomly assigned to the intervention or control conditions. Of the 354 
students who were eligible to participate in the study, 272 (77%) enrolled and 
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265 (97%) completed data collection at Time 1. Participants ranged in age 
from 11 to 15 years (X̄ age = 12.3, SD = 1.0) and half were female. Most 
participants identified themselves as African American (82%), 8% were mul-
tiracial, 3% Hispanic, and 1% white. A total of 22 core academic teachers 
(i.e., math, history, English, or science) participated at Time 1 and Time 2 and 
reported on student behaviors. One core academic teacher for each student 
was randomly assigned to complete the student behavior ratings at both 
Times 1 and 2. Teachers only reported on students whom they encountered in 
at least one of their core-taught classes. Teachers rated an average of 12 stu-
dents, ranging from 3 to 21. A large proportion of students who attended this 
school (88%) during the 2010-2011 school year were eligible for a federally 
subsidized school lunch program, and many students lived in economically 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. All study procedures were approved by a uni-
versity institutional review board. Prior to data collection, written parental 
permission and student assent were obtained from all participants. Students 
received a $10 gift card for completing a computer-based survey at school. 
They were able to both read and listen to the survey questions.

Measures

Behavior subscales of the self-report and teacher-report Problem Behavior 
Frequency Scale (PBFS; Farrell, Sullivan, Goncy, & Le, 2016) were used to 
provide data from two informants (i.e., self-report and teacher-report) mea-
sures of aggression and victimization. The self-reported student-student rela-
tionships subscale, student-teacher relationships subscale, and awareness and 
reporting subscale, modified from the Vessels School Climate Scale (Vessels, 
1998), were used to assess the quality of interpersonal relationships and stu-
dent perceptions of awareness and reporting of violence.

Self-report of aggression and victimization. Aggression and victimization were 
assessed using four self-reported subscales of the Problem Behavior Fre-
quency Scales—Student (Farrell et al., 2016). These measures assess the stu-
dents’ own aggressive behavior toward others and the students’ own personal 
experiences with victimization by others. Students rated items on a 6-point 
Likert-type scale based on how frequently they exhibited aggressive behav-
iors (1 = Never, 2 = 1 or 2 times, 3 = 3 to 5 times, 4 = 6 to 9 times, 5 = 10 
to 19 times, 6 = 20 or more times). The Aggression subscale used the prompt, 
“In the last 30 days, how many times have you . . .?” It combined six items 
from the Physical Aggression subscale (e.g., “Hit or slapped someone,” and 
“Threatened to hit or physically harm someone”) and six items from the 
Relational Aggression subscale (e.g., “Not let another kid be in your group 
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anymore because you were mad at them” and “Spread a false rumor about 
someone”; Time 1 α = .87; Time 2 α = .84). The Victimization subscale 
used the prompt, “In the last 30 days, how many times has this happened to 
you?” It combined six items from the Physical Victimization scale (e.g., 
“Another kid tried to get you to fight” and “Been pushed or shoved by another 
kid”) and six items from the Relational Victimization subscale (e.g., “Had a 
kid try to keep others from liking you by saying mean things about you”; 
Time 1 α = .88; Time 2 α = .91).

Teacher-report of aggression and victimization. Aggression and victimization 
were assessed using four subscales of the Problem Behavior Frequency 
Scales—Teacher (Farrell, Goncy, Sullivan, & Thompson, 2018). Core aca-
demic teachers (i.e., English, history, math, and science) rated items on a 
4-point Likert-type scale based on how frequently each behavior occurred 
(1 = Never, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Often, 4 = Frequently). The Aggression 
subscale was assessed using the prompt, “In the last 30 days, how frequently 
does this student engage in the following behavior . . .?” It combined six 
items from the Physical Aggression subscale (e.g., “Hit or slapped some-
one,” and “Thrown something at someone to hurt them”) and six items from 
the Relational Aggression subscale (e.g., “Said things about another kid to 
make other kids laugh” and “Spread a false rumor about someone”; Time 1 
α = .89; Time 2 α = .89). The Victimization subscale used the stem, “In the 
last 30 days, how frequently have these things happened to this student . . .?” 
It combined five items from the Physical Victimization scale (e.g., “Been hit 
by another kid” and “Been pushed or shoved by another kid”) and six items 
from the Relational Victimization subscale (e.g., “Been left out on purpose 
by other kids when it was time to do an activity”; Time 1 α = .87; Time 2 
α = .91).

School climate. School climate was assessed using three measures: student-
student relationships, student-teacher relationships, and awareness and 
reporting of violence adapted from the Vessels’ School Climate Survey (Ves-
sels, 1998). All subscales were rated on a 4-point scale: 1 = Strongly agree, 
2 = Agree, 3 = Disagree, and 4 = Strongly disagree. For this study, items are 
re-coded such that higher scores reflect perceptions of more positive relation-
ships and higher levels of awareness and reporting of violence. In the student-
student relationships subscale, students reported on perceptions of the degree 
to which students get along with each other in school using seven items (Time 
1 α = .83; Time 2 α = .86). Examples of items include, “Students get along 
well together most of the time,” and “Students respectfully listen to each 
other during class discussions.” The teacher-student relationships subscale 
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included four items that reflected perceptions of the degree to which students 
and teachers have positive relationships, and examples of the items include, 
“Teachers treat students with respect,” and “Teachers take the time to help 
students work out their differences” (Time 1 α = .79; Time 2 α = .81). The 
awareness and reporting of violence scale included seven items and mea-
sured perceptions of teachers’ responsiveness when they hear about or wit-
ness aggression and their encouragement of students to report such incidents 
(e.g., “Teachers know when students are being picked on or being bullied,” 
and “Students feel free to ask for help from teachers if there is a problem with 
a student”; Time 1 α = .85; Time 2 α = .88).

Data Analysis

Data analyses were conducted using M-Plus, 7.3 software (Muthén & 
Muthén, 2013). Some of the variables assessing self-report and teacher-report 
of student aggression and victimization were skewed and/or kurtotic (i.e., 
self-reported aggression at Time 1, teacher-reported victimization at Time 1, 
and self-reported victimization at Time 2) based on having values for skew-
ness and/or kurtosis that were greater than 2 or less and −2 (George, 2010). 
Thus, maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors (MLR esti-
mate) was used when conducting analyses in M-Plus, as it adjusts for non-
normally distributed data. As the data come from an intervention program, 
we tested the potential impact of the violence-prevention curriculum on self-
reported and teacher-reported aggression and victimization and on the school 
climate variables and no significant intervention effects were found. In addi-
tion, potential sex differences were assessed using multiple group analyses 
and the strength of associations between study variables over time did not 
differ as a function of sex.

To assess longitudinal relations between student aggression, victimiza-
tion, and school climate, two separate models were run using the full sample. 
The first model assessed bidirectional relations between self-reported victim-
ization, aggression, and the three aspects of school climate (i.e., student-stu-
dent relationships, student-teacher relationships, and awareness and reporting 
of violence). The second model examined bidirectional relations between 
teacher-report of students’ victimization, aggression, and the school climate 
variables. Two additional models examining subtypes of physical and rela-
tional aggression and victimization were included as sensitivity analyses in 
the Supplemental Appendix. Covariates for Models 1 and 2 included age, sex 
(dummy-coded 0 = female and 1 = male), intervention condition (dummy-
coded 0 = control and 1 = intervention), and baseline levels of self-report 
and teacher-report of students’ aggression and victimization, respectively. 
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The fit of each model was evaluated using the comparative fit index (CFI) 
and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). Models with an 
adequate fit have CFI values of 0.95 or higher (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and 
RMSEA values of 0.07 or below (Steiger, 2007).

Missing data were handled using the maximum likelihood estimation. 
Data were collected for 265 youth at Time 1 and 225 youth (85%) at Time 2. 
For peer aggression, the percentage of missing data was 6% at Time 1 and 
17% at Time 2 for self-report and 0.4% at Time 1 and 9% at Time 2 for 
teacher-report data. For peer victimization, the percentage of missing data 
was 7% at Time 1 and 18% at Time 2 for self-report and 0.4% at Time 1 and 
9% at Time 2 for teacher-report data. For the school climate variables, the 
percentage of data missing was 11% at Time 1% and 26% at Time 2 for stu-
dent-student relationships, 8% at Time 1 and 23% at Time 2 for student-
teacher relationships, and 11% at Time 1 and 26% at Time 2 for awareness 
and reporting of violence.

For Models 1 and 2, we assessed the invariance of the intervention con-
dition on the bidirectional relations between the measures over time. For 
both models, a saturated unconstrained model, where standardized path 
coefficients were allowed to vary for youth in the intervention and control 
conditions was compared to a model where paths were constrained to be 
equal across intervention condition. For the first model, both the versions 
controlling for the intervention, χ2 (7) = 12.33, p = .09; CFI = 0.99; 
RMSEA = 0.05, and not controlling for the intervention, χ2 (12) = 17.86, 
p = .12; CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.04, fit the data well. The Satorra Bentler 
scaled chi-square difference test was not significant, Δχ2 (47) = 30.56, 
ns (not specified). For the second model, both the versions controlling for 
the intervention, χ2 (7) = 15.58, p = .03; CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.07, and 
not controlling for the intervention, χ2 (12) = 21.34, p = .12; CFI = 0.99; 
RMSEA = 0.05, fit the data adequately. The Satorra Bentler scaled chi-
square difference test was not significant, Δχ2 (47) = 43.06, ns (not speci-
fied). This indicated that for both models, there were no significant 
differences in parameter estimates for relations between study variables 
when comparing youth in the intervention versus control condition.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Means, standard deviations, and correlations were assessed for all study 
variables. We included the prevalence rates in the past 30 days to provide a 
point of comparison to other studies assessing rates of peer aggression and 
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victimization in adolescence. For aggression, 81% of participants reported 
engaging in at least one act of aggression at Time 1. For victimization, 73% 
of participants reported experiencing at least one incident of victimization at 
Time 1. Prevalence rates in this sample are comparable to those found by 
Zimmerman and Messner (2013) in urban, low-income communities (i.e., 
50%-96%).

Correlations

Correlations between self-reported and teacher-reported student aggression, 
victimization, and school climate are depicted in Table 1. Correlations among 
the variables range from weak (i.e., <.3) to strong (i.e., >.7) in absolute 
terms. Students with more positive perceptions about the relationships 
between students and teachers reported lower levels of aggression over time 
(r = –.18). These students also had lower levels of aggression (r = –.15) and 
victimization (r = –.13) over time based on data reported by teachers. 
Students with more positive perceptions about the relationships between stu-
dents reported lower levels of aggression over time (r = –.18). These stu-
dents had lower levels of aggression (r = –.26) and victimization (r = –.20) 
over time based on teacher-reported data as well. Student with higher percep-
tions of awareness and reporting of violence experienced lower levels of 
aggression over time based on self-reported (r = –.24) and teacher-reported 
(r = –.16) data. The school climate variables were positively correlated with 
one another at Times 1 and 2 (r values ranged from .32 to .82). Correlations 
between school climate variables within a specific time point (i.e., Time 1 or 
Time 2) were strong (r values ranged from .67 to .82), whereas correlations 
across time points were weaker (r values ranged from .32 to .46).

Longitudinal Path Regression Analyses

The model assessing relations between self-reported aggression and victim-
ization and school climate fit the data adequately, χ2 (7) = 12.33, p = .09; 
CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.05 (Figure 1). All autoregressive paths were sig-
nificant from Time 1 to Time 2 with the exception of student-teacher relation-
ships. In line with our hypotheses, student awareness and reporting of 
violence at Time 1 led to subsequent decreases in aggression (β = –.25, 
p < .01) and increases in positive student-teacher relationships at Time 2 
(β = 0.31, p <.01).

The model-assessing relations between teacher-report of student aggression 
and victimization and school climate fit the data adequately, χ2 (7) = 15.58, 
p = .03; CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.07 (Figure 2). All autoregressive paths 
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were significant from Time 1 to Time 2. Positive student-teacher relation-
ships at Time 1 predicted lower levels of aggression (β = –.23, p < .01) and 
victimization (β = –.18, p = .04) at Time 2, which was in line with our 
hypotheses. Student perceptions of awareness and reporting of violence at 
Time 1 predicted increases in positive student-teacher relationships at Time 2 
(β = 0.31, p < .01), as expected based on our hypotheses.

Discussion

This study examined bidirectional longitudinal relations between school cli-
mate (i.e., the quality of student-teacher relationships and student-student 
relationships, and student perceptions of awareness and reporting of vio-
lence) and peer aggression and victimization over 6 months. Overall, find-
ings highlighted the key role of teachers’ behavior (e.g., teachers’ positive 

Figure 1. Longitudinal relations between self-reported aggression, victimization, 
and school climate measures (student-student relationships, student-teacher 
relationships, and awareness and reporting of violence).
Betas (β) are shown. The dotted lines represent a nonsignificant path; the solid lines indicate 
a significant path.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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relationships with students and teacher responsiveness to student reports of 
violence) and the way this behavior is perceived by early adolescents in 
decreasing peer aggression and/or peer victimization. Adolescents actively 
monitor and evaluate their teachers’ actions more generally and in response 
to conflict situations (Aceves, Hinshaw, Mendoza-Denton, & Page-Gould, 
2010). They form perceptions about whether teachers recognize and will be 
effective in assisting them with conflicts at school. Adolescents also form 
more general perceptions about the quality of student-teacher relationships at 
their school. These perceptions influence adolescents’ own behavior and may 
determine whether or not students will seek help from teachers. This study 
findings showed that higher levels of student perceptions of awareness and 
reporting of violence predicted decreased peer aggression over time. In addi-
tion, student perceptions of high-quality student-teacher relationships led to 
lower frequencies of peer aggression and victimization.

Figure 2. Longitudinal relations between teacher-reported aggression, 
victimization, and school climate measures (student-student relationships, student-
teacher relationships, and awareness and reporting of violence).
Betas (β) are shown. The dotted lines represent a nonsignificant path; the solid lines indicate 
a significant path.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Longitudinal Relations Between School Climate Factors and Peer 
Aggression

We expected that high-quality student-teacher relationships would predict 
decreased peer aggression, and this hypothesis was supported for teacher-
reported data. These findings are consistent with studies that showed high-
quality student-teacher relationships led to decreased physical and relational 
aggression (Elsaesser et al., 2013; Henry et al., 2011). Students who per-
ceive more positive student-teacher relationships may have a higher level of 
trust and respect for teachers. Thus, they may be more likely to follow teach-
ers’ rules and meet their behavioral expectations (Yablon, 2010). In addition, 
students may observe and model positive student-teacher interactions 
(Bandura, 1977).

We anticipated that positive student-student relationships would result in 
lower frequencies of peer aggression, but this hypothesis was not supported. 
Our findings are inconsistent with studies that showed that perceptions of 
positive student-student relationships led to decreased frequencies of physi-
cal and relational aggression (Elsaesser et al., 2013; Henry et al., 2011). A 
potential explanation for our null findings is that more proximal peer envi-
ronments (e.g., peer groups and friendships) may play a stronger role in 
determining physically aggressive behavior than early adolescents’ global 
perceptions of student-student relationships at their middle school (Berger & 
Rodkin, 2012). Some researchers assessed the relation between the quality of 
student-student relationships and physical aggression among cohorts of sixth 
graders across middle school (Elsaesser et al., 2013; Henry et al., 2011). In 
contrast, we followed a combined sample of sixth, seventh, and eighth grad-
ers over the course of a school year. Thus, the influence of positive student-
student relationships on decreased physical aggression may be more evident 
in cohorts of students who were together across longer periods of time.

We anticipated that high levels of perceived awareness and reporting of 
violence would predict lower frequencies of peer aggression, and this hypoth-
esis was supported for self-reported data. Perceptions that students will report 
aggressive incidents and that teachers are responsive to these reports may 
decrease peer aggression based on anticipated negative consequences (Ajzen 
& Madden, 1986). In addition, more aggressive incidents may be reported, 
addressed, and resolved, thus lowering rates of student aggression. The spill-
over of conflicts from home and neighborhood to school has been docu-
mented in qualitative research among early adolescents living in high-burden 
neighborhoods (Farrell et al., 2006). Thus, students may report violent inci-
dents to teachers that are occurring more broadly in school, home, and/or 
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neighborhood settings. In these cases, the potential impact of this aspect of 
school climate on lowering student aggression may be reflected more broadly 
across contexts for self-reported versus teacher-reported student aggression. 
Study findings in this area are mixed, supporting relations between high lev-
els of student perceptions of awareness and reporting of violence and 
decreased physical aggression (for girls only), but not relational aggression 
(Elsaesser et al., 2013; Henry et al., 2011). Additional research is needed to 
clarify these relations for different subtypes of aggression (i.e., physical and 
relational) and across different informants (i.e., students and teachers).

We considered the present findings for both student perceptions of aware-
ness and reporting of violence and positive student-teacher relationships. 
Together, these findings suggested the need to consider positive student-
teacher relationships as a potential mediator of relations between perceived 
awareness and reporting of violence and peer aggression and victimization. 
This study found that higher levels of student perceptions of awareness and 
reporting of violence predicted more positive student-teacher relationships 6 
months later. In addition, positive student-teacher relationships resulted in 
decreased peer aggression and victimization. External resources including 
teachers can be particularly important for youth in under resourced neighbor-
hoods and schools and may offer one explanation for the significant impact 
of student-teacher relationships and awareness and reporting of violence on 
decreased peer aggression and/or victimization (Reddy, Rhodes, & Mulhall, 
2003). Therefore, one direction for future efforts is to assess this potential 
mediating role for positive student-teacher relationships and assess for the 
generalizability of these findings in samples with differing socioeconomic, 
racial/ethnic, or geographic composition.

Longitudinal Relations Between School Climate Factors and Peer 
Victimization

We found that high-quality student-teacher relationships predicted lower fre-
quencies of peer victimization, based on teacher-reported data. Student who 
perceive high-quality student-teacher relationships may be more comfortable 
seeking teacher support and resources for peer victimization experiences. 
These actions could result in decreased frequencies of peer victimization. 
Our findings were supported for teacher-report but not self-report data. These 
results are consistent with Elsaesser et al. (2013) who found that positive 
student-teacher relationships did not predict changes in relational victimiza-
tion across middle school using self-report data. One possible explanation for 
the different findings by informant is that teachers provided a more circum-
scribed perspective of students’ behavior within the school environment. 



Behrhorst et al. 705

Comparatively, self-report data provided a broader perspective of peer vic-
timization across contexts.

We anticipated that positive student-student relationships would predict 
lower rates of peer victimization; however, this hypothesis was not sup-
ported. Our findings are consistent with a study that did not find significant 
associations between the quality of student-student relationships and peer 
victimization for elementary school students (Leadbeater et al., 2015). 
Consistent with the findings for peer aggression, it is possible that student-
student relationship measures which reflect perceptions of overall relations 
between students within a particular school are not reflecting aspects of the 
interpersonal relationships most relevant for predicting change in aggressive 
behaviors and victimization experiences. Further research is needed to better 
understand the relation between these variables for middle-school students. 
Comparisons of overall perceptions of peer relationships in a school versus 
more proximal (e.g., close friendships) relationship perceptions as well as 
cohort studies are needed.

Contrary to expectations, higher levels of perceived awareness and report-
ing of violence were not associated with changes in the frequency of peer 
victimization. This finding is consistent with prior research that found no 
longitudinal associations between this aspect of school climate and relational 
victimization among middle school students (Elsaesser et al., 2013). Some 
youth who experience higher levels of victimization may perceive that teach-
ers will be receptive and responsive if an aggressive incident is reported. 
However, other factors such as fear of peer retaliation could prevent them 
from seeking help from teachers that may decrease their victimization experi-
ences (Wilson, 2004). In addition, youths’ cognitive attributions such as self-
blame may deter them from seeking adult support when victimized (Visconti, 
Sechler, Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2013).

Longitudinal Relations Between Peer Aggression and 
Victimization and School Climate Factors

Another goal of this study was to assess whether self-report and teacher-
report of students’ aggression and victimization predicted changes in the 
school climate variables. Contrary to our hypotheses, aggression and victim-
ization experiences were not associated with changes in any of the three 
aspects of school climate. This study findings were not consistent with a prior 
study that showed higher frequencies of peer victimization predicted lower 
perceived quality student-teacher relationships based on parent-report and 
low-quality student-student relationships based on self-report over time 
among elementary school students (Leadbeater et al., 2015). Leadbeater et al. 
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(2015) study focused on elementary school children, whereas our study 
focused on early adolescents in middle school. Thus, our study reflected a 
different developmental period and school context. Furthermore, research 
has shown that youth who reported higher levels of peer aggression and/or 
victimization may be more likely to be marginalized or rejected by peers 
(Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2013) or experience difficulty in forming positive 
relationships with teachers (Lee & Bierman, 2018; Sutherland & Oswald, 
2005). In addition, these individual experiences may impact perceptions of 
the quality of youths’ own student-student and student-teacher relationships 
but not their overall perceptions of the quality of interpersonal relationships 
at the school level. Furthermore, our findings suggested that the direction of 
relations between the study variables were such that some school climate 
variables predicted peer aggression and victimization. However, additional 
studies are needed to further clarify the direction of these relations among 
early adolescents.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations of this study should be acknowledged. Although findings 
of this study addressed key aspects of school climate, this measure was 
assessed via self-report which reflects only the student and not the teacher 
perspectives on school climate. One limitation of our study was that we only 
assessed three aspects of school climate. Additional studies are needed to 
assess longitudinal relations between peer aggression and victimization and 
other aspects of school climate such as belongingness, school rules and disci-
plinary structure, and student engagement (Cornell, Shukla, & Konold, 2015; 
Loukas & Pasch, 2013; Wilson, 2004). Our sample included predominantly 
African American students from primarily economically disadvantaged 
neighborhoods who attended inner-city schools in the southeastern United 
States. Thus, our findings may not generalize to schools representing differ-
ent compositions of students or geographic areas (e.g., rural or suburban). 
School climate can vary from school to school, for example, differing based 
on cultural and contextual norms and expectations. Researchers might con-
sider future work to examine relations between the constructs assessed in this 
study in other schools to explore whether these associations hold true across 
diverse samples and varied settings.

We conducted a short-term longitudinal study with a combined sixth-, sev-
enth-, and eighth-grade sample. Thus, we were not able to address changes in 
relations between peer aggression and victimization and school climate vari-
ables across longer periods of time or as cohorts of students moved from one 
grade to another. Future studies assessing bidirectional longitudinal relations 
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across the middle-school years are needed to gain a better understanding of 
associations between study variables as students progress through middle 
school. Another direction for future studies is to conduct longitudinal research 
using person-centered analyses to examine the degree to which patterns of 
aggression and victimization among early adolescents predict changes in 
school climate and vice versa. Finally, a more detailed and systematic exami-
nation of the role of age and grade in the associations between school climate 
and peer aggression and victimization should be explored.

Implications

This study has several important implications. Some youth violence-preven-
tion programs, such as the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program (Olweus 
et al., 1999), focus on multiple levels of the school environment (i.e., indi-
vidual, classroom, school, and community levels). Components of such 
school environment interventions include addressing classroom behavior, 
social relationships among students and teachers, and developing school-
level plans to address peer aggression and victimization. Current study find-
ings highlight the relevance of components of school environment 
interventions (e.g., positive student-teacher relationships and student percep-
tions of awareness and reporting of violence) for addressing peer victimiza-
tion and aggression. From a social-ecological perspective, a supportive 
school climate may contribute to learning and more effectively using coping 
strategies for peer victimization and aggression when faced with challenging 
situations. To illustrate, students who feel supported within a positive school 
climate may be better able to communicate to teachers and school staff when 
instances of violent behaviors are observed. Based on the current findings, 
this may play a critical role in improving student-teacher relationships over 
time and decreasing the frequency of aggressive behaviors.

Findings from this study have important implications for professional 
development for teachers and intervention development focusing on school 
climate issues. Aspects of the school climate addressing teacher roles and 
behavior (i.e., student-teacher relationships and student perceptions of aware-
ness and reporting of violence) were stronger predictors of decreased peer 
aggression and victimization than those focused solely on students (i.e., stu-
dent-student relationships), highlighting the salience of teacher-student rela-
tionships as a potential leverage point for intervention. Furthermore, schools 
may be particularly interested in interventions and professional development 
for teachers that target improving relationships with students early in the 
school year. This may maximize the beneficial effects of positive student-
teacher relationships across the school year.
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Conclusions

Overall, this study results highlight the important role that school climate, 
specifically, positive student-teacher relationships and student perceptions of 
awareness and reporting of violence, play an important role in the dynamics 
of healthy social relationships and the safety of adolescents in middle school. 
These findings support the theorized protective influence of these aspects of 
school climate in decreasing peer aggression and/or victimization experi-
ences during middle school.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, 
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, 
authorship, and/or publication of this article: This research was supported by Institute 
of Education Sciences (grant no. R324A100160).

ORCID iD

Kathryn L. Behrhorst  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1280-946X

Supplemental Material

Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References

Aceves, M. J., Hinshaw, S. P., Mendoza-Denton, R., & Page-Gould, E. (2010). Seek 
help from teachers or fight back? Student perceptions of teachers’ actions during 
conflicts and response to peer victimization. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 
39, 658-669. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-009-9441-9

Ajzen, I., & Madden, T. J. (1986). Prediction of goal-directed behavior: Attitudes, 
intentions, and perceived behavioral control. Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, 22, 453-474. https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-1031(86)90045-4

Bandura, A. (1977). Social learning theory. Oxford, UK: Prentice-hall.
Berger, C., & Rodkin, P. C. (2012). Group influences on individual aggression and 

prosociality: Early adolescents who change peer affiliations. Social Development, 
21, 396-413. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2011.00628.x

Bizumic, B., Reynolds, K., Turner, J., Bromhead, D., & Subasic, E. (2009). The role 
of the group in individual functioning: School identification and the psychological 
well-being of staff and students. Applied Psychology, 58, 171-192. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.2008.00387.x

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Kiesler, C. A. (1977). Toward an experimental ecology of 
human development. American Psychologist, 32, 513-531.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1280-946X


Behrhorst et al. 709

Card, N. A., & Hodges, E. V. E. (2008). Peer victimization among schoolchildren: 
Correlations, causes, consequences, and considerations in assessment and inter-
vention. School Psychology Quarterly, 23, 451-461. https://doi.org/10.1037/
a0012769

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2012). Youth violence data sheet. https://
www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/yv-datasheet-a.pdf

Committee for Children. (2008). Second Step: Student success through prevention 
program. Seattle, WA: Committee for Children.

Cornell, D., Shukla, K., & Konold, T. (2015). Peer victimization and authoritative 
school climate: A multilevel approach. Journal of Educational Psychology, 107, 
1186-1201. https://doi.org/10.1037/edu0000038

Demaray, M. K., & Malecki, C. K. (2003). Perceptions of the frequency and impor-
tance of social support by students classified as victims, bullies, and bully/victims 
in an urban middle school. School Psychology Review, 32, 471-489.

Elsaesser, C., Gorman-Smith, D., & Henry, D. (2013). The role of the school envi-
ronment in relational aggression and victimization. Journal of Youth and 
Adolescence, 42, 235-249. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-012-9839-7

Espelage, D. L. (2014). Ecological theory: Preventing youth bullying, aggression, and 
victimization. Theory into Practice, 53, 257-264. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405841 
.2014.947216

Farrell, A., Goncy, E., Sullivan, T., & Thompson, E. (2018). Evaluation of the 
Problem Behavior Frequency Scale—Teacher report form for assessing behav-
ior in a sample of urban adolescents. Psychological Assessment, 30, 1277-1291. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/pas0000571

Farrell, A., Sullivan, T., Goncy, E., & Le, A. (2016). Assessment of adolescents’ 
victimization, aggression, and problem behaviors: Evaluation of the problem 
behavior frequency scale. Psychological Assessment, 28, 702-714. https://doi.
org/10.1037/pas0000225

Farrell, A. D., Sullivan, T. N., Kliewer, W., Allison, K. W., Erwin, E. H., Meyer, 
A. L., & Esposito, L. (2006). Peer and school problems in the lives of urban 
adolescents: Frequency, difficulty, and relation to adjustment. Journal of School 
Psychology, 44, 169-190. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2006.02.001

Furlong, M. J., Chang, A., Bates, M., & Morrison, R. L. (1995). Who are the vic-
tims of school violence? A comparison of student non-victims and multi-victims. 
Education and Treatment of Children, 18, 282-298.

George, D. (2010). SPSS for windows step by step: A simple guide and reference, 17.0 
update (10th ed.). Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.

Henry, D. B., Farrell, A. D., Schoeny, M. E., Tolan, P. H., & Dymnicki, A. B. (2011). 
Influence of school-level variables on aggression and associated attitudes of 
middle school students. Journal of School Psychology, 49, 481-503. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jsp.2011.04.007

Hu, L. T., & Bentler, P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance struc-
ture analysis: Conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Structural Equation 
Modeling, 6, 1-55. https://doi.org/10.1080/10705519909540118

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/yv-datasheet-a.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/yv-datasheet-a.pdf


710 Journal of Early Adolescence 40(5) 

Leadbeater, B., Sukhawathanakul, P., Smith, D., & Bowen, F. (2015). Reciprocal asso-
ciations between interpersonal and values dimensions of school climate and peer 
victimization in elementary school children. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent 
Psychology, 44, 480-493. https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2013.873985

Lee, P., & Bierman, K. L. (2018). Longitudinal trends and year-to-year fluctuations 
in student–teacher conflict and closeness: Associations with aggressive behav-
ior problems. Journal of School Psychology, 70, 1-15. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jsp.2018.06.002

Loukas, A., & Pasch, K. (2013). Does school connectedness buffer the impact of peer 
victimization on early adolescents’ subsequent adjustment problems? The Journal 
of Early Adolescence, 33, 245-266. https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431611435117

Marcus, R. (2007). Aggression and violence in adolescence. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press.

Muthén, L., & Muthén, B. (2013). Mplus 7.11. Los Angeles, CA: Author.
Nansel, T. R., Haynie, D. L., & Simons-Morton, B. G. (2003). The association 

between bullying and victimization with middle school adjustment. Journal of 
Applied School Psychology, 19, 45-61. https://doi.org/10.1300/J008v19n02_04

Nickerson, A. B., Singleton, D., Schnurr, B., & Collen, M. H. (2014). Perceptions of 
school climate as a function of bullying involvement. Journal of Applied School 
Psychology, 30, 157-181. https://doi.org/10.1080/15377903.2014.888530

Olweus, D., Limber, S., & Mihalic, S. (1999). Blueprints for violence prevention: Vol. 
9. The Bullying Prevention Program. Boulder: Institute of Behavioral Science, 
University of Colorado.

Reddy, R., Rhodes, J. E., & Mulhall, P. (2003). The influence of teacher support 
on student adjustment in the middle school years: A latent growth curve study. 
Development and Psychopathology, 15, 119-138. https://doi.org/10.1017/S09545 
79403000075

Reijntjes, A., Kamphuis, J. H., Prinzie, P., & Telch, M. J. (2010). Peer victimiza-
tion and internalizing problems in children: A meta-analysis of longitudinal stud-
ies. Child Abuse & Neglect: The International Journal, 34, 244-252. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2009.07.009

Roeser, R. W., & Eccles, J. S. (1998). Adolescents’ perceptions of middle school: Relation 
to longitudinal changes in academic and psychological adjustment. Journal of 
Research on Adolescence, 8, 123-158. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327795jra0801_6

Sameroff, A. J. (1983). Developmental systems: Contexts and evolution. In P. H. 
Mussen (Gen. Ed.) & W. Kessen (Vol. Ed.), Handbook of Child Psychology: Vol. 
1. History, theory, and methods (4th ed., pp. 237-294). New York, NY: John Wiley.

Sameroff, A. J., & Mackenzie, M. J. (2003). Research strategies for capturing trans-
actional models of development: The limits of the possible. Development and 
Psychopathology, 15, 613-640.

Steiger, J. (2007). Understanding the limitations of global fit assessment in structural 
equation modeling. Personality and Individual Differences, 42, 893-898. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2006.09.017

Sutherland, K. S., & Oswald, D. P. (2005). The relationship between teacher and 
student behavior in classrooms for students with emotional and behavioral disor-



Behrhorst et al. 711

ders: Transactional processes. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 14(1), 1-14. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-005-1106z

Turner, I., Reynolds, K., Lee, E., Subasic, E., & Bromhead, D. (2014). Well-being, 
school climate, and the social identity process: A latent growth model study of 
bullying perpetration and peer victimization. School Psychology Quarterly, 29, 
320-335. https://doi.org/10.1037/spq000007

Valois, R. F., MacDonald, J. M., Bretous, L., Fischer, M. A., & Drane, J. W. (2002). 
Risk factors and behaviors associated with adolescent violence and aggression. 
American Journal of Health Behavior, 26, 454-464. https://doi.org/10.5993/
AJHB.26.6.6

Vessels, G. (1998). Character and community development: A school planning and 
teacher training handbook. Westport, CT: Praeger.

Visconti, K. J., Sechler, C. M., & Kochenderfer-Ladd, B. (2013). Coping with peer 
victimization: The role of children’s attributions. School Psychology Quarterly, 
28, 122-140. https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000014

Wilson, D. (2004). The interface of school climate and school connectedness and 
relationships with aggression and victimization. Journal of School Health, 74, 
293-299. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2004.tb08286.x

Yablon, Y. (2010). Student–teacher relationships and students’ willingness to seek 
help for school violence. Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 27, 1110-
1123. https://doi.org/10.1177/0265407510381255

Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., Nesdale, D., McGregor, L., Mastro, S., Goodwin, B., & 
Downey, G. (2013). Comparing reports of peer rejection: Associations with 
rejection sensitivity, victimization, aggression, and friendship. Journal of 
Adolescence, 36, 1237-1246.

Zimmerman, G., & Messner, S. (2013). Individual, family background, and con-
textual explanations of racial and ethnic disparities in youths’ exposure to vio-
lence. American Journal of Public Health, 103, 435-442. https://doi.org/10.2105/
AJPH.2012.300931

Author Biographies

Kathryn L. Behrhorst is a graduate student at the Virginia Commonwealth 
University. She received her Master of Science in Psychology from the Virginia 
Commonwealth University. Her research interests include adolescent aggression and 
victimization, interpersonal school climate, and depression.

Terri N. Sullivan is a professor of Psychology at the Virginia Commonwealth 
University. She received her doctorate from the Virginia Commonwealth University. 
Her major research interests include dating and peer relationships in adolescence, 
youth violence prevention, and adolescent social and emotional development.

Kevin S. Sutherland is a professor of Counseling and Special Education at the 
Virginia Commonwealth University. He received his doctorate from Vanderbilt 
University, and his major research interests include investigating interventions for 
children and youth with problem behavior, treatment integrity research, and factors 
associated with teacher implementation of evidence-based practices and programs.


