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The prevalence of bullying in schools in the United States is a growing concern 

for teachers, students, and communities that need to be addressed. Research findings 

indicate that bullying is one of the most critical leading adolescent problems and that it 

should be considered as serious as violence. Bullying victimization is associated with 

short and long-term physical, psychological and social negative health effects on young 

people. Thus, the current study examined bullying victimization and its relationship with 

other ecological factors that students interact with including parental support, teachers’ 

unfairness, and a sense of belonging to school.  

A theoretical model was developed to explore bullying victimization and school 

belonging based on Bronfenbrenner`s (1994) ecological system theory and an 

extensive literature review. Using a large-scale data set, (n = 5,712) students’ 

participants, pathways between bullying victimization, parental support, teachers` 

unfairness and sense of belonging was assessed. Confirmatory factor analysis and 

structural equation modeling were used to evaluate the proposed model.  
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Results of the study provided evidence of a strong significant relationship 

between perceived teacher unfairness and victims of bullying. Findings of this study 

revealed that when students believe their teachers treat them unfairly, they are more 

likely to experience bullying victimization. The second strongest effect was the total 

effect between teachers` unfairness and students’ sense of belonging to school. The 

findings of this study also indicated that when students feel that their parents do not 

support them, they more likely to experience bullying victimization. There was a 

significant mediation effect of bullying victimization between teachers` unfairness and 

students’ sense of belonging at school. Bullying victimization mediated the relationship 

between teachers’ unfairness and students’ sense of belonging at school. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Bullying is a serious and widespread problem in the United States, with short and 

long-term physical, psychological and social negative health effects on young people 

(Drogin & Young, 2008; Due at al., 2005; Gini & Pozzoli, 2013; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; 

Kim, Leventhal, Koh, Hubbard, & Boyce, 2006; Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch, 

2010; Yerger & Gehret, 2011). Some studies report bullying rates as high as 81% in 

school-aged males and 72% in school-aged females whereas others indicated that 

nearly 50% of students will experience some type of bullying during their school years 

(Casey-Cannon, Hayward, & Gowen, 2001; Cash, 1995). In a different study where 

researchers used a nationally representative sample (n= 7,182) from the United States, 

20.8% physical, 53.6% verbal, 51.4% social, or 13.6% cyber bullying victimization was 

reported by students (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009). Craig et al. (2009) found that 

11% of girls and 16.0% of boys reported being bullied at least sometime during the 

current academic term. In another study researchers concluded that almost everyone 

has experienced bullying in some way in their lifetime, including as victims, observers, 

and or perpetrators (Yerger & Gehret, 2011). 

Despite variance in reports indicating the prevalence of bullying, it can be 

presumed that bullying occurs frequently in schools. High rates of bullying is associated 

with dangerous outcomes (e.g., Due at al., 2005; Gini & Pozzoli, 2013; Hawker & 

Boulton, 2000; Yerger & Gehret, 2011). The prevalence of bullying in schools in the 

United States is a growing concern for teachers, students and communities that needs 

to be addressed in an effective manner. Research findings indicate that bullying is one 

of the most critical leading adolescent problems and that it should be considered as 
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serious as violent behaviors (Nansel, Overpeck, Haynie, Ruan, & Scheidt, 2003). An 

effort to overcome bullying victimization should be a collaborative effort where different 

school stakeholders take a leading role including students, teachers, parents and school 

communities. The literature provides strong evidence that the student-parent 

relationship (e.g., Barzilay et al., 2017; Bowers, Smith, & Binney, 1992; Claes, Luyckx, 

Baetens, Van de Ven, & Witteman, 2015; Yun & Kim, 2016), student-teacher 

relationship (e.g., Bacchini, Esposito, & Affuso, 2009; Brendgen et al., 2011; Di Stasio, 

Savage, & Burgos, 2016; Wang, Swearer, Lembeck, Collins, & Berry, 2015) and sense 

of belonging at school (e.g., Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996) are associated with bullying 

victimization. The current study will investigate the effects of bullying victimization as a 

mediator of the relationship between teacher and parent relationships and sense of 

belonging at school to provide more evidence to understand the complex nature of 

bullying. 

Theoretical Overview 

Research on school bullying started in the 1970s (Heinemann, 1973; Lowenstein, 

1978a, b; Olweus, 1978). One of the critical studies was conducted by Dan Olweus and 

translated into English in 1978. Between the middle of the 1990s and the middle of 

2000s, the focus of research has taken an international perspective, as evidenced by 

the number of countries that tried to implement their own bullying programs and 

interventions (Smith, 2000; Smith et al., 1999). After the 2000s, the number of research 

articles about bullying sharply increased and the literature introduced new types of 

bullying, such as cyberbullying (Zych, Ortega-Ruiz, & del Rey, 2015). The serious 

consequence of bullying and concern about its relationship with other school violence 

related issues including school shootings or suicide have led the investigation of 
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bullying impact on students (Smokowski & Kopasz, 2005). Bullying intervention and 

prevention strategies targets multiple contexts to provide effective strategies (Swearer & 

Espelage, 2004). Therefore, understanding different ecological systems and how they 

affect bullying is necessary to understand the complex nature of bullying (Espelage & 

Horne, 2008; Garbarino & deLara, 2002; Limber, 2006). 

Bronfenbrenner (1994) argues that understanding one’s human development 

requires exploring the entire ecological system in which growth occurs. This system 

includes five socially organized and interrelated subsystems that effects the individual 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994) where individual located at the center. These five subsystems 

are microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystems 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Microsystem refers to the relationship within the persons` 

immediate environment such as family and school whereas macrosystem refers the 

institutional patters of culture including economy and customs (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). 

Mesosystem contains the association between two or more settings such as 

relationship between home and school or school and work place (Bronfenbrenner, 

1994). Bronfenbrenner (1994) explains the mesosystem by stating “a system of 

microsystems” (p.40). The emphasis of this current research study is to investigate 

bullying victimization within the context of the Bronfenbrenner`s ecological system 

theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). More specifically, the current dissertation study will 

focus on bullying victimization within the mesosystem. The researcher is going to 

explore the associations of different microsystem constructs wherein youth have direct 

interactions with teachers and parents. 
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Ecological systems theory is not a new concept in the bullying literature. 

Ecological system theory has been recommended to understand the complex nature of 

bullying and how individual, family, school or community plays a role (Swearer & 

Espelage, 2004). In order the conceptualize bullying and victimization, ecological 

system theory has been previously practiced by several researchers (Garbarino & 

deLara, 2002; Hong & Espelage, 2012; Newman, Horne, & Bartolomucci, 2000; 

Olweus, 1993; Swearer et al., 2012; Swearer & Doll, 2001; Swearer & Espelage, 2004). 

Additionally, in a similar context, many researchers studied and explained that multiple 

environments including family, school, community, and culture effects individuals 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Burstyn et al., 2001; Fraser, 1996; Garbarino, 2001; Jonson-

Reid, 1998; Linney, 2000). The complex interplay between a person and her or his 

broader social environment can be interpreted as reasons to involve in bullying and 

victimization (Swearer et al., 2012). In the current study, the relationship among bullying 

victimization, perceived teacher unfairness, parental support and sense of belonging at 

school will be explored. 

Understanding Bullying  

The definition of bullying is difficult (Gladden, Vivolo-Kantor, Hamburger, & 

Lumpkin, 2014; Thornberg, 2015). However, defining bullying becomes critical when 

applying effective strategies and taking necessary steps towards preventing its 

prevalence (Canty, Stubbe, Steers, & Collings, 2016). Although the literature does not 

agree on a single definition of bullying, it does show common trends about what 

constitutes bullying. For instance, Smith, Schneider, Smith, and Ananiadou (2004) 

defined bullying as “a particularly vicious kind of aggressive behavior distinguished by 

repeated acts against weaker victims who cannot easily defend themselves” (p. 547). 
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However, a fundamental description came from Norway and Daniel Olweus, who 

originally coined the word “bullying” (Olweus, 1978). His definition of bullying is used by 

many researchers, and his work considered as a “pioneering research” on bullying 

(Hong & Espelage, 2012). He defined bullying as bullying as, "a person is bullied when 

he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or 

more other persons, and he or she has difficulty defending himself or herself" (p. 9). His 

definition includes four main foundations; negative acts, repetition, intention, and power 

imbalance (Olweus, 1978, 1993). Negative acts and intention indicate that a person 

bullying others has an intention of “harm-doing.” Repetition means that the incident 

happens more than once, whereas power imbalance means that there are power 

differences in the interpersonal relationship between the bully and perpetrator. Many 

American researchers borrowed Olweus`s definition (Atlas & Pepler, 2001; Ballard, 

Argus, & Remley, 1999; Juvonen, Graham, & Shuster, 2003; Nansel et al., 2001; 

Pellegrini, 2002; Twemlow, Sacco, & Williams, 1996). 

Common types of bullying are categorized as physical bullying, verbal bullying, 

social bullying, and cyberbullying (Nansel et al., 2001). Bullying includes name-calling, 

teasing, writing a hurtful statement, and defacing personal property (Beale & Scott, 

2001). Physical bullying contains kicking, hitting, destruction, or theft of property, 

whereas verbal bullying includes teasing, name-calling, and taunting. Social bullying is 

one of the most difficult to recognize because it often occurs behind the victim’s back. In 

social bullying, the victim is often intentionally excluded from the social group by lies, 

rumors spread, or humiliation. Last, cyberbullying is where a harmful incident occurs 

through digital settings. Cyberbullying can include offending emails or posts, imitating 
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others through social media, and spreading rumors and unwanted gossip. Importantly, 

in studies regarding bullying, it is critical for researchers to recognize that students may 

define bullying differently than researchers (Boulton, Bucci, & Hawker, 1999; Boulton, 

Trueman, & Flemington, 2002). Yet, there has only been a small amount of research 

conducted to understand students’ perspectives (Frisén, Holmqvist, & Oscarsson, 

2008). Therefore, understanding students’ perspectives will help educators and parents 

to take effective actions against bullying. Most students believe that bullying occurs 

when one student threatens or actually assaults another person without any reason. 

Vaillancourt et al. (2008) investigated students’ definition of bullying from ages 8 to 18 

and concluded that their definition of bullying barely includes the three-definitional 

conditions that researchers often recommend; intentionality (1.7%), repetition (6%), and 

power imbalance (26%), rather almost all of the students (92%) underlined the negative 

behaviors in their definition. One of the main reasons as to why researchers and 

students` differ about the definition of bullying is that children appear to focus more on 

more overt or obvious forms of bullying, including direct verbal and physical abuse and 

overlook indirect forms of bullying such as the more social forms of bullying (Guerin & 

Hennessey, 2002). The current study will use students` responses and students` 

perspectives to avoid the possible disagreement between the researchers` and 

students` definition.  

Bullying in School Settings 

Bullying causes serious physical and psychological outcomes (Fisher et al., 

2012; Gini & Pozzoli, 2013; Graham, Bellmore, & Mize, 2006; Lereya et al., 2013; 

Prinstein, Cheah, & Guyer, 2005; Reijntjes et al., 2010). In fact, the American Medical 

Association identified bullying as a public health concern (Graham et al., 2007). 
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Furthermore, most bullying and victimization occurs in the school setting (Olweus, 

1978). Bullying has been identified as one of the most common problems and the most 

severe forms of victimization that student experiences during their school year (Elinoff, 

Chafouleas, & Sassu, 2004; Idsoe, Dyregrov, & Idsoe, 2012). Rigby (1999) explained 

the negative effect of bullying and emphasized that it has both immediate and long-term 

negative effects for all students who are involved in bullying situations. Literature 

highlights the long-term effects of bullying and victimization of bullying is shown to be a 

risk factor for mental health issues later in life (McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015; Reijntjes 

et al., 2010). Therefore, school bullying causes psychopathologic behavior of the victims 

(Kim et al., 2006). For example, Due at al. (2005) found a strong association between 

bullying victimization and physical and psychological symptoms where these symptoms 

included irritable/bad temper, sleeping difficulties, headaches, stomachache, etc. in all 

countries. Other studies have found that children and adolescents who are bullied are at 

higher risk for psychosomatic problems than their non-bullied peers (Gini &Pozzoli, 

2013) and increased mental health difficulties, including aggression, misconduct, and 

attention problems (Reijntjes et al., 2010).  

Some other research articles provide similar relationships between bullying 

victimization and physical health problems including muscle pains, conduct problems, 

stomachaches, headaches, and sleeping problems (Gini & Pozzoli, 2013; Gini, Pozzoli, 

Vieno, & Lenzi, 2014; Smith, Talamelli, Cowie, Naylor, & Chauhan, 2004; Williams, 

Chambers, Logan, & Robinson, 1996), and psychological difficulties including 

depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and loneliness (Casper & Card, 2017; Hawker & 

Boulton, 2000; Juvonen & Graham, 2014; Reijntjes et al., 2010; Swearer & Hymel, 
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2015; Ttofi, Farrington, Losel, & Loeber, 2011). Victims of bullying are more likely to 

physically harm themselves (Fisher et al., 2012; Lereya et al., 2013) and there is 

evidence of a significant correlation between victimization and self-blame and 

maladjustment (Graham et al., 2006; Prinstein et al., 2005). As a result, bully-victims 

often have low self-esteem, which may eventually lead them to bully other children 

(Barker, Arseneault, Brendgen, Fontaine, & Maughan, 2008).  

Focusing on school work becomes challenging for the victims of bullying and 

their absence often is increased (Smith, 2000). Studies provide empirical results that 

show bullying as one of the major obstacles many students are facing in schools 

(Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Cash, 1995; Yerger & Gehret, 2011). The negative 

relationship between academic achievement and bullying is well-established in the 

literature (Espinoza, Gonzales, & Fuligni, 2013; Juvonen, Wang, & Espinoza, 2011). 

Study findings by Nishina, Juvonen, and Witkow (2005) indicated that one reason why 

students who experience bullying victimization do not function well in school is that they 

experience stress and somatic symptoms including headaches and stomachaches. 

Therefore, if schools do not implement consistent and sustained bullying methods, 

bullying will continue to grow and spread (Limber, 2006; Olweus, 1993; Ortega et al., 

2004). Even though bullying has been studied thoroughly in the past, research shows 

that it still remains as a complex and a serious psychosocial problem and needs to be 

addressed in new ways (Espelage & Swearer, 2003; Hoover & Oliver, 1996; Olweus, 

1993). Addressing bullying requires exploring different social contexts including schools, 

teachers and families because bullying does not happen in isolation (Swearer & 

Espelage, 2004). Additionally, ecological systems theory claims that youth involved in 
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bullying experience difficulties in different areas including family, school, and peer 

groups (Swearer & Espelage, 2004). The theory and research to date clearly indicate 

that school bullying is a serious problem, and victimization is influenced by individual, 

family, and school factors (Espelage, 2012). 

Student-Teacher Relationships and Bullying 

Researchers investigated and found that teachers support can reduce not only 

the rate of the bullying but also the negative effect of bullying (Aldridge, McChesney, & 

Afari, 2017; Barboza et al., 2009; Wong, Cheng, Ngan, & Ma, 2011; Bru, Stephens, & 

Torsheim, 2002). There is a relationship between being bullied and students` perception 

of teachers (e.g., Kupchik & Farina; 2016; Lenzi et al., 2014; Rigby & Bagshaw, 2003; 

Santinello, Vieno, & De Vogli, 2011). When students feel that they can talk with their 

teachers they feel supported and empowered that they do not involve in bullying 

situations and the negative effects of bullying reduced (e.g., Di Stasio et al., 2016; 

Wong et al., 2011). 

Teachers play an important role in the process of reducing bullying (e.g., 

Bacchini et al., 2009; Banzon-Librojo, Garabiles, & Alampay, 2017; Di Stasio et al., 

2016). Teachers are often closest to school bullying problems (Newgent et al., 2009) so 

that they play a critical role in the effort of reducing bullying (e.g., Bacchini et al., 2009; 

Banzon-Librojo et al., 2017; Di Stasio et al., 2016). Research also suggests that 

teachers often have a poor understanding of bullying and do not know how to deal with 

it without receiving training (Bauman & Del Rio, 2005; Boulton, 1997). Teachers` strong 

ability to deal with bullying is so critical because it has an impact on victimization. 

Students often do not prefer to seek help from teachers because students have doubts 

about teachers’ ability to manage bullying efficiently (Hanish & Guerra, 2000; O’ Moore 
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et al., 1997). Poor student-teacher morale provides greater levels of bullying (Kasen et 

al., 2004; Roland & Galloway, 2004), which blocks implementing fully effective anti-

bullying programs. Ineffective intervention places students at higher risk to develop 

psychopathologic behaviors, and conduct disorders (Kasen et al., 2004; Kim et al., 

2006). Research emphasizes the importance of teachers’ position and provides 

evidence that teachers can impact to reduce bullying (Olweus 1993; Rodkin & Hodges 

2003). Therefore, understanding the relationship between teachers and students should 

help to reduce bullying.  

Student-Family Relationship and Bullying 

The other critical component that strongly effects bullying victimization is the 

student-family relationship. Since the family is probably one of the most important 

contexts in the children` development, parents` emotional support plays a critical role 

especially to the adolescent who suffered from bullying (Amato, 1994; Gorman-Smith, 

Henry, & Tolan, 2004; Leadbeater, Hoglund, & Woods, 2003). Empirical research 

finding indicates that when victims of bullies receive supportive parental relationship, 

their pain and stress are reduced (Rivara & Le Menestrel, 2016).  

 The literature provides solid evidence that there is a negative association 

between bullying victimization and lack of parental support (Holt & Espelage, 2007), 

lack of parental involvement (Barboza et al., 2009; Flouri & Buchanan, 2003; Georgiou, 

2009), negative family interactions (Duncan, 2004; Spriggs, Iannotti, Nansel, & Haynie, 

2007), negative adult influence (Espelage, Bosworth, & Simon, 2001), and child 

maltreatment (Bolger & Patterson, 2001; Shields & Cicchetti, 2001; Yodprang, Kuning, 

& McNeil, 2009). That is, when students experience child maltreatment, negative 

influence from adults, weak parental support and parental involvement, and negative 
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family interactions, they tend to have a greater risk to be victimized by their peers. For 

instance, in a study, Morin, Bradshaw, and Berg (2015) used a data from 28,104 

adolescents to understand how bullying victims perceive their interpersonal 

connectedness and parent engagement to adjust to their problems (internalizing 

problems, sleep problems, stress problems). Authors found and emphasized that high 

level of parental connectedness and engagement provides protective factors that lower 

adjustment problems and bullying victimization. 

Bullying and Sense of Belonging at School 

Bullying should be examined from a systematic and holistic perspective because 

students are affected the social climate that they live in and the behaviors that are 

modeled (Galloway & Roland, 2004; Siann et al., 1993). One of the foundational 

humans’ motivation is the need to feel belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) so that they 

can reach their full potential (Chubb & Fertman, 1992). The sense of belonging is critical 

for humans’ psychological well-being and humans may simply desire to belong to 

groups (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) as Maslow (1968) recognized belonging as a basic 

human need and ranked the belonging need in the middle of motivational theory. A 

sense of belonging can be defined as the level of personal involvement within a system 

or an environment to a degree that a person feels part of the community (Hagerty, 

Lynch-Sauer, Patusky, Bouwsema, & Collier, 1992). Hagerty, Williams, Coyne, and 

Early, (1996) further explains that sense of belonging indicates that the person is valued 

and important by the people around them so that he/she fits in the community. In the 

context of school systems, Willms (2003) defines the sense of belonging as feeling 

accepted and valued by peers and others at the school. Safe and healthy school 

environment holds critical importance to encouraged students` academic success 
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(Hymel, Schonert-Reichl, & Miller, 2006; Zins, Bloodworth, Weissberg, & Walberg, 

2004). Students` can provide their best performance in the caring, supportive and safe 

environment (McCombs, 2004; Schaps, Battistich, & Solomon, 2004).  

School connectedness can be a protective factor to keep students away from 

misbehavior and it may promote resilience (Davidson & Demaray, 2007; Loukas & 

Pasch, 2013). There has been a growing interest in the literature to provide explanation 

between the sense of belonging and bullying (Glew et al., 2005; You, Furlong, Felix, 

Sharkey, Tanigawa, & Green, 2008). Generally, research findings suggest that when 

students feel belonging to the school, they tend to be less likely involved in negative 

behaviors such as substance abuse (Wang, Matthew, Bellamy, & James, 2005), 

exposure to violence (Brookmeyer, Fanti, & Henrich, 2006) and bullying (Glew et al., 

2005; Skues, Cunningham, & Pokharel, 2005; You et al., 2004).  

Proposed Conceptual and Research Model  

The purpose of this study is to explore the association between perceived 

teacher unfairness, parental support, victims of bullying and sense of belonging at 

school in the frame work of ecological systems theory. As discussed above, some 

research studies provided empirical findings for these associations (e.g., Barboza et al., 

2009; Bru et al., 2002; Flouri & Buchanan, 2003; Glew et al., 2005; Holt & Espelage, 

2007; Wong et al., 2011; You et al., 2008) and provide a foundation for the conceptual 

model. A model corresponding to the purpose of the study was developed with 

consideration of the previous empirical findings to guide the researcher (Figure 1-1).  
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Figure 1-1. The association between perceived teacher unfairness, parental support, 

victims of bullying, and sense of belonging at school. 

As shown in Figure 1-1, the conceptual model has four main components 

including perceived teacher unfairness, parental support, victims of bullying and sense 

of belonging at school. The model identifies six direct effects and two indirect effects. 

The represented direct effects in the model are (1) perceived teacher unfairness and 

victims of bullying, (2) perceived teacher unfairness and sense of belonging at school, 

(3) perceived teacher unfairness and parental support, (4) parental support and sense 

of belonging at school, (5) parental support and victims of bullying, and (6) victims of 

bullying and sense of belonging at school. The model represents two indirect effects. 

The indirect effects indicate an association between parental support to sense of 

belonging at school through bullying victimization. The researcher will explore the 

meditation effect of victimization of bullying. This indirect effect will explore how parental 

support effects sense of belonging at school through bullying victimization. A second 



 

29 

indirect effect shows an association between perceived teacher unfairness to the sense 

of belonging through bullying. The model corresponds with the research questions and 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) will be used to test the model.  

Statement of the Problem  

Bullying is a common problem that students experience often during their life 

(Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Cash, 1995; Craig et al., 2009; Due at al., 2005; Juvonen, 

Nishina, & Graham, 2000; Nansel et al., 2003; Storch & Ledley, 2005; Wang et al., 

2009; Yerger & Gehret, 2011). The consequences of bullying provide severe physical 

and psychological difficulties (Fisher et al., 2012; Gini & Pozzoli, 2013; Graham et al., 

2006; Juvonen & Graham, 2014; Lereya et al., 2013; McDougall & Vaillancourt, 2015; 

Prinstein et al., 2005; Reijntjes et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2004; Swearer & Hymel, 2015). 

Bullying negatively effects students’ academic life (Espinoza et al., 2013; Juvonen et al., 

2011; Nishina et al., 2005; Smith, 2000). Therefore, understanding the bullying and its 

complex nature has be a constant work and the relationship among victimization, 

parental support and sense belonging at school needs to be examined. 

Students` social support systems and ecological systems including student-

teacher relationship (e.g., Aldridge et al., 2017; Barboza et al., 2009; Bru et al., 2002; 

Wong, et al., 2011), student-family relationship (e.g., Barboza et al., 2009; Duncan, 

2004; Espelage et al., 2001; Flouri & Buchanan, 2003; Georgiou, 2009; Holt & 

Espelage, 2007; Spriggs et al., 2007), and sense of belonging to school (e.g., 

Brookmeyer et al., 2006; Glew et al., 2005; Wang et al., 2005; You et al., 2008) is 

associated with bullying. In a recent study Azeredo, Rinaldi, de Moraes, Levy, and 

Menezes (2015) systemically reviewed the literature to identify studies of bullying that 

included contextual-level factors. Out of 1470 that was identified from the bibliographical 
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search only 31 articles met the inclusion criteria, which emphasized the need for studies 

that included contextual variables. Out of 31 articles, only 7 articles were conducted in 

the United States and only one of these articles used a sample from high school 

students. Therefore, there is a need for a research study in the literature about bullying 

that includes student-family relationship, student-teacher relationship and sense of 

bullying at school that grasps high school students’ perspective from a large data set.  

Purpose of the Study  

The primary purpose of this study is to explore the relationship between four 

components including bullying victimization, teacher’s unfair treatment, parental 

support, and sense of belonging at school by using a data from a large-scale survey. 

This study is designed to address how parental support and perceived unfair teacher 

treatment effects the victims of bullying. Also, this study is focused on understanding 

how victims of bullying affects students’ sense of belonging at school. Lastly, this study 

is aimed to explore the mediation effect of victims of bullying among these factors.  

Significance of the Study 

The current study will use ecological system theory as a frame work for the study 

of bullying by including student-teacher relationship, student-family relationship and 

sense of belonging at schools. As discussed above, the student-teacher relationship is 

associated with bullying and often times the student-family relationship takes a 

protective role in decreasing children’s bullying victimization in schools. Also, these 

variables relate to sense of belonging. However, the mediating effect of bullying on the 

association of student-family relationship, student-teacher relationship and sense of 

belonging at school has not been studied. Studying bullying as a mediator among these 

components will help to explore the complex nature of bullying. Bullying and its 
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relationship with other social components will be discussed by using nationally 

representative, a large-scale dataset accompanied by rigorous statistical analysis. 

Counselors, other mental health professionals, and educators who are helping students 

to deal with bullying will be informed from the study findings so that they can provide 

best practices to reduce bullying. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The following research questions will guide the study: 

 Research Questions One: What is the relationship between teachers’ unfair 
treatment and victims of bullying? 

 Null Hypothesis One: Teachers` unfair treatment is not associated with bullying. 

 Research Questions Two: What is the relationship between parental support and 
victims of bullying? 

 Null Hypothesis Two: Parental support is not associated with bullying.  

 Research Questions Three: What is the association between victims of bullying 
and sense of belonging at school? 

 Null Hypothesis Three: Victims of bullying is not associated with the sense of 
bullying at school.  

 Research Questions Four: To what extent does bullying mediate the association 
between teachers’ unfair treatment and sense of belonging at school? 

 Null Hypothesis Four: Bullying does not mediate teachers` unfair treatment`s 
prediction on the sense of belonging at school.  

 Research Questions Five: To what extent does bullying mediate the association 
between parental support and sense of belonging at school? 

 Null Hypothesis Five: Bullying does not mediate parental support`s prediction on 
the sense of belonging at school. 
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The Definition of Terms 

The definitions of the major terms of this study are presented in this section.  

Bullying. Olweus (1993) defined bullying as "A person is bullied when he or she 

is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to negative actions on the part of one or more 

other persons, and he or she has difficulty defending himself or herself" (p. 9). 

Sense of belonging at school. The sense of belonging is defined as “Sense of 

personal involvement in a social system so that persons feel themselves to be an 

indispensable and integral part of the system” (Anant, 1966, p. 21).  

Parental support. Rollins and Thomas (1974) defined parental support as 

"behavior manifest by a parent toward a child that makes the child feel comfortable in 

the presence of the parent and confirms in the child's mind that he is basically accepted 

and approved as a person by the parent” (p.39). 

Teachers’ unfair treatment. Deutsch (1975) explain fairness by stating that 

“Fairness is necessary to account for those who experience an inequitable advantage 

(get more than their input warrants) as well as those who feel they get less than their 

contribution deserves” (p.145). He further describes that just because someone 

possesses greater resources for the productivity, many ethical systems would not 

consider it fair to be given relatively greater or smaller reward. The expectation of all 

member to contribute as fully as they can so that equal share would be entitled. 

Microsystem. Bronfenbrenner (1994) defined microsystems “a microsystem is a 

pattern of activities, social roles and interpersonal relations experience with developing 

person in a given face-to-face setting with particular physical, social and symbolic 

features that invite, permit or inhibit engagement in sustained, progressively more 

complex interaction with activity in, the immediate environment” (p.39). He illustrated his 
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definition by providing the microsystem examples as family, school, peer group and 

workplace. 

Mesosystem. “The mesosystem comprises the linkage and processes taking 

place between two or more settings containing the developing person (e.g., the relations 

between home and school, school and workplace etc.). In other words, a mesosystem is 

a system of microsystems” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p.40).  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter provides a review of literature related to each construct represented 

in the conceptual model (Figure 1-1), including the student-teacher relationship, the 

student-family relationship, victims of bullying, and sense of belonging at school. First, 

this section will include a review of literature related to the association between the 

student-teacher relationships and bullying, including an argument about perceived 

teacher unfairness. Second, this section will include a summary of research related to 

the link between student-family relationship and bullying. Third, the section includes 

research related to the link between social belonging at school and bullying. 

Student-Teacher Relationship and Bullying 

Swearer and Espelage (2004) emphasized the importance of international 

studies related with bullying and stated that much of our knowledge come from the 

research studies conducted in Europe, Australia, and Canada. These researchers 

indicated that the research in United States lagged behind compared to counterparts in 

those countries. Additionally, the history of bullying studies indicates that the pioneering 

research started by Daniel Olweus in Norway and his explanation of bullying borrowed 

by many American researchers (Atlas & Pepler, 2001; Ballard et al., 1999; Juvonen et 

al., 2003; Nansel et al., 2001; Pellegrini, 2002; Twemlow et al., 1996). Therefore, 

considering the critical impact and knowledge from international studies related to 

bullying, the effort to provide an effective review of current literature will include studies 

from all countries. The study of origin will not be an inclusion or deletion criteria.  

On July 2, 2018, a search on the PsycINFO by using the EBSCOhost with the 

keyword combination of “relationship with teacher OR student-teacher relationship, AND 
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bully*” without quotes produced 472. Adding the academic journal limiters and “high 

school or high school students” without quotes reduced the result to 70 articles. After 

reading all the abstracts and reviewing all of these articles, about 19 were identified to 

provide useful information regarding the relationship between the teachers and students 

on the foundation of bullying. Research studies that examined student-teacher 

relationships and bullying and include major discussion about these constructs were 

added to the review. Some of the articles only mentioned bullying or student teacher-

relationship as context of the study but did not provide a detailed argument. These 

articles eliminated from the review. This selection process was conducted in two steps: 

First, the researcher read all the abstracts and eliminated out of scope articles. Second, 

after initial selection, the researcher reviewed each article, especially methods and 

results to make sure the article provides a discussion about student-teacher 

relationships and bullying. Therefore, the articles reviewed below examine the literature 

to-date regarding bullying and the student-teacher relationship.  

Student-Teacher Relationship 

Prior research literature explores how the student-teacher relationship affects 

bullying (Bacchini et al., 2009; Di Stasio et al., 2016; Ertesvåg & Roland, 2015). In a 

recent study, Havik (2017) used a multilevel analysis to explore bullying victims` 

perception of teachers` support, monitoring, and instructional support, controlling for 

gender, grade, mental health problems, and peer relationships. Data was collected from 

1,571 students enrolled in ten different schools in fifth to tenth-grade. A significant 

relationship was found between bully victimization and weak teacher instructional 

support. Two variables (teacher`s emotional support and monitoring) did not provide a 

significant association with bully victimization. Another significant finding was an 
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association between the peer relationship and teacher`s support and monitoring. When 

not controlling for the peer relationship, instructional support, emotional support, and 

monitoring were associated with bully victimization, suggesting that students’ 

perspective of peer relationship and feeling included has a negative relationship to bully 

victimization. The researcher explained that if the victims feel connected and included 

by peers, they may also perceive teacher interactions as positive. The main limitation of 

the study is that only student self-report was included as a data source. A cause and 

effect relationship cannot be concluded from the study. 

Wong et al. (2011) examined a Restorative Whole-school Approach (RWsA) with 

core components including clear instructions and goals, team building, mediation 

conflict, and establishing a good relationship among teachers, parents, and students. 

Researchers used a quasi-experimental design in which they created three different 

groups, including a(n) (1) intervention group (2) partial intervention group and (3) a 

control group. The control group participants did not receive any treatment whereas the 

partial intervention group did not receive the entire treatment. Four different Hong Kong 

schools joined the study with a total of 1,480 high school students. Two schools were 

identified as a partial intervention group, one school was defined as a control group and 

the remaining school was defined as an intervention group. Implementation of the 

RWsA program took a total of fifteen months. The results of the study revealed that 

students in the intervention group provided a significant decrease in bullying behavior, 

higher empathetic attitudes, and higher self-esteem compared to the partial intervention 

and the control group. The authors emphasized that students’ sense of belonging to the 

school and positive teacher perception were lower at the non-RWsA schools compared 
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to the intervention school. The Wong et al. (2011) study is limited in some areas. 

Researchers found that the baseline of the variables including victims of bullying and 

sense of belonging were not same among all schools, which means that the findings 

may not be related to the intervention. The differences may have already existed among 

schools before treatment. Another limitation is that the authors did not clearly explain 

the difference between the partial intervention and intervention treatment conditions.  

Bru et al. (2002) surveyed 3834 sixth (12-years-old) and ninth grade (15-years-

old) Norwegian students about the teachers` classroom management (e.g., teachers` 

emotional support, teachers` academic support, teachers’ monitoring) and their own 

misbehavior (e.g., bullying, opposition towards teacher and off-task orientation). 

Researchers used Multivariate Multilevel regression models to analyze the data. The 

results indicated that students’ perception of teachers’ emotional support provided the 

strongest negative relationship with misbehaviors. As teachers` emotional support 

increases toward students, students provide less report about bullying, off task 

orientation, and opposition toward teachers. Findings from the study suggest that when 

teachers provide emotional support, and sensitivity negative behaviors including 

bullying can diminish. Therefore, the quality of the teacher-student relationship and how 

students perceive this relationship may play a critical role in bullying. Researchers, 

however, used self-reported data and the study was cross-sectional so causal 

relationships cannot be drawn.  

Using structural equation modeling, Aldridge et al. (2017) examined the 

association between school climate (teacher support, peer connectedness, school 

connectedness, affirming diversity, rule clarity, reporting and seeking help) and bully 
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victimization, school climate, and delinquent behavior. Interestingly, these authors 

examined teacher support and school connectedness as a part of the school climate. 

Researchers found bullying victimization mediated between the school climate variables 

and delinquent behaviors, reporting an acceptable model fit. Researchers found a 

negative relationship between teacher support and bully victimization (p<0.01). Another 

interesting finding is that school connectedness was negatively associated with bullying 

victimization. Aldridge et al.’s study is limited in generalizability because schools that 

participated in the study were located in metropolitan regions in capital of two states. 

Data from various areas and states are recommended for future studies. The other 

limitation is that authors hypothesized a one-directional approach in their model.  

Commonalities among the empirical findings of the above cited studies (Aldridge 

et al., 2017; Barboza et al., 2009; Bru et al., 2002; Wong et al., 2011) suggest that 

teacher support is negatively associated with victims of bullying. Receiving support from 

teachers seems to affect both the rate of bullying and the negative effect of bullying 

decreases. The positive relationship between students and teachers increases the 

possibility of internalizing the teachers` values by changing students’ attitudes towards 

bullying, which helps to reduce bullying (Wang et al., 2015). Therefore, it is important to 

recognize that teachers can help students feel more connected, support students, and 

create a warm and welcoming relationship with students bullying in schools may 

decrease. A common limitation of these research studies includes that causal 

relationships cannot be drawn due to the use of cross-sectional data. The studies cited 

above also used self-reported responses that may include some biases.  
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In a study of middle school students, Di Stasio at al. (2016) used Hierarchal 

linear modeling to explore the impact of social comparison, competition and student-

teacher relationships on bullying perpetration and victimization. Researchers collected 

data from 678 students enrolled in seventh and eighth grade. The results of the study 

revealed that the student-teacher relationship is negatively associated with bullying. The 

authors emphasized the importance of the student-teacher relationship and suggested 

that anti-bullying programs focus on this relationship to prevent and reduce bullying 

victimization. This study also relied on self-reported surveys, which can be influenced by 

social desirability.  

Ertesvåg and Roland (2015) explored the relationship between aspects of the 

schools’ culture and the rate of bullying using a sample of 18,767 students and 1,932 

teachers from Norway. The researchers categorized schools based on the rate of 

bullying as high (11 schools) and low (10) rate of schools. Using SEM, the researchers 

found that teachers from schools with low rates of bullying reported stronger leadership, 

teacher affiliation, and collaborative activities compared with the report from teachers in 

schools with a high level of bullying.  

The current review provided empirical research findings that highlight the 

importance of teachers’ role in bullying (Banzon-Librojo et al., 2017; Di Stasio et al., 

2016). Teachers’ positive relationship with students appears to offer protection to 

students involved in bullying behaviors (Bacchini et al., 2009; Banzon-Librojo et al., 

2017; Di Stasio et al., 2016). A common limitation of these studies suggests that 

researchers often relied on self-reported surveys. Methods in which authors use 

multiple resources to get various perspectives is recommended. Researchers used 
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cross-sectional data where the causal relationship cannot be inferred. Longitudinal or 

intervention research studies are recommended to provide stronger findings for 

directional relationships. The other conclusion that can be drawn from this review is that 

a lack of positive relationship and higher levels of conflicts between students and 

teachers increased the possibility of students’ disruptive and bullying behaviors 

(Brendgen et al. 2011). High schools provide a unique scenario because when students 

start high school, they may have a weaker relationship with teachers, which in turn, 

effects bullying (Wang et al., 2015). Therefore, high school students’ relationships with 

teachers may be a critical variable when examining deterrents to bullying.  

Perceived Teacher Unfairness and Bullying 

One way teachers manage relationships with their students is behaving in a fair 

manner to avoid conflicts and build positive relationships. Even though teachers` 

unfairness has been slightly understudied (Gottfredson et al., 2005; Lenzi et al., 2013; 

Santinello, Vieno, & De Vogli, 2009), a broader literature has provided consistent results 

that indicate perceived teacher unfairness is associated with stress-related problems, 

dissatisfaction, or other psychological problems (e.g., De Volgi et al., 2017; Ginia, 

Marinoa, Pozzolia, & Holt 2017; Kouvonen et al., 2008; Lenzi et al., 2013; Torsheim & 

World, 2001). While studies have found links between teacher unfairness and 

psychiatric morbidity (Due, Lynch, Holstein, & Modvig, 2003), and headaches 

(Santinello et al., 2009), few studies have focused on the relationship between 

perceived teacher unfairness and bullying. 

On June 12, 2017, a search on the PsycINFO by using EBSCOhost with the 

keyword combination of “Teacher unfair* and bully” without quotes produced 9 

academic journal articles. These articles are included in the following literature review. 
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Detailed information about these studies is evaluated to better understand the 

relationship between perceived teacher unfairness and bullying.  

Santinello et al. (2011) investigated whether students’ perceived teacher 

unfairness predicts bullying. A large sample (4,386 total; 51.6% females) of Italian 

students aged 11, 13, and 15-years-old filled out surveys. Researchers used 

multinomial regression to understand the relationship. After adjusting for covariance 

including age, gender, SES, empowerment (with parents and friends), school 

achievement, and trust in people, students who perceived and reported higher rates of 

“teacher unfairness” were more likely to bully other students. Researchers categorized 

bullying item responses into four labels, indicating (0) neither bullies/nor victims, (1) 

bullies, (2) victims, and (3) bully/victims. The result showed that after adjusting for age 

and gender, a significant association was present between teacher unfairness and 

bully-victims. In addition, it was noted that teacher unfairness did not provide a 

significant contribution to predicting students who were victims. In general, Santinello et 

al. (2011)’s finding emphasized the importance of teachers’ fair treatments to 

discourage bully perpetrations and protect students from violent and risky behaviors. In 

a related study of Italian students aged between 11 and 13, Lenzi et al. (2014) 

examined the relationship between teacher unfairness and bullying behavior. A path 

analysis showed a positive relationship between perceived teachers’ unfair treatments 

and bullying. The findings mean that when students perceive teachers’ treatment as 

unfair, it increases bullying.  

Kupchik and Farina (2016) explored whether students` negative perception about 

school rules, punishment, and security (e.g., closed campuses, guard/police, metal 
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detectors, locked doors, locker checks, ID badges, and surveillance cameras) have an 

impact on bullying victimization. The researchers used the 2009 School Crime 

Supplement of the National Crime Victimization Survey, which was administered yearly 

by the U.S. Census Bureau. This secondary data set included a sample of 4,288 

participants. Researchers focused on bullying victimization using four categories 

including (1) in-person bullying (2) physical bullying (3) verbal bullying and (4) 

cyberbullying. The most common bullying victimization occurred in the form of in-person 

bullying (25.3% of students) whereas the least common bullying type reported was 

cyberbullying. Researchers used a logistic regression model to analyze the data and the 

results show that when students feel fairly treated and receive care, their probability to 

report bullying is reduced. Findings showed that fair punishment was the most reliable 

and robust predictor for the types of bullying, which means that students’ belief that 

school rules and punishments are fairly and consistently enforced is related to 

significantly lower probability to be bully victimized. The authors’ conclusions were that 

unfair rules, punishment or treatment are associated with increased bullying 

victimization.  

Rigby and Bagshaw (2003) conducted two surveys with Australian school 

students (average age 14) to understand their perspectives on collaborative student-

teacher relationship to stop bullying. An interesting finding was that nearly 40% of the 

students reported that teachers were not concerned about acting to stop bullying. 

Approximately 40% of the students also stated that they were unsure or opposed to 

collaborating with teachers to stop bullying. Results of the second survey suggested 

that less than 50% of students believed that teachers took helpful action to reduce 



 

43 

conflict between students. Around 20% of students believed that most teachers did not 

respect students and did not listen and understand the students` problems. The 

researchers concluded that a lack of bullying training for teachers is important to 

improving student-teacher relationship and teachers` credibility to deal with bullying.  

Research studies related to teachers’ treatment of students (Kupchik & Farina; 

2016; Lenzi et al., 2014; Rigby & Bagshaw, 2003; Santinello et al., 2011) provides 

evidence that students’ perspective about teachers’ unfair treatment has an impact on 

bullying. Specifically, results show that teacher`s unfair treatment or students` believe 

about teachers` unfair treatment increases bullying and the negative effects of bullying 

(Kupchik & Farina, 2016; Lenzi et al., 2014; Rigby & Bagshaw, 2003; Santinello et al., 

2011). Students engage in more bullying behavior when they believe their teachers treat 

them unfairly. Children may believe that they have a right to offend others or use violent 

behavior to release their stress if they experience teacher unfairness (Santinello et al., 

2011).  

Student-Family Relationship and Bullying  

Student-family relationships are typically measured in terms of family 

involvement, parental support, parent engagement, parent involvement, or parent 

participation. Therefore, the search term for this component states as “parental support 

(PISA) or family support (PISA) or parent or family involvement and victims of bullying.” 

Using these search terms without quotes, a search on the psycINFO using EBSCOhost, 

on May 19, 2018, provided 286 articles. After reading the abstracts of these articles, 

some of the articles only mentioned bullying or student family-relationship in their 

context but did not provide a detailed argument. These articles were eliminated from the 

review. The selection process took two steps: (1) read all the abstracts and eliminate 
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out of scope articles (2) after initial selection review each article especially method and 

result section to make sure the article provides discussion about student-family 

relationship and bullying. After these decision steps, 14 relevant articles were selected 

to help to understand the association between student-family relationships and bullying. 

Relevant articles cited within these articles were added to the review. The detailed 

review and critique of these article is discussed in the following sections.  

Wang et al. (2009) used nationally representative data in the United States from 

7,182 students in grades 6 through 10. Researchers obtained data from Health 

Behavior in School-Aged Children Survey (HBSC, 2005). The survey measured 

physical, verbal, and relational forms of bullying by administering the revised Olweus 

Bully/Victim Questionnaire. The purpose of their study was to investigate school bullying 

among United States adolescents and its association with parental support and friends 

using multinomial logistic regressions. The results of the study indicated that 13.3% of 

the students stated that they bullied others at least once in the last two months 

physically, 37.4% verbally, 27.2% socially, and 8.3% electronically. Reported 

victimization in the last two months indicated that students were victimized 12.8% for 

physically, 36.5% verbally, 41.0% for relationally, and 9.8% electronically. Girls reported 

more involvement in relational bullying whereas boys reported to more involved in 

physical or verbal bullying. Across all forms of bullying, parental support was associated 

with less bullying involvement. When students have higher parental support, reported 

bullying incidents were reduced. Wang et al. (2009) concluded that parental support 

may protect students from bullying. A causal relationship cannot be interpreted due to 

the cross-sectional design of the study. Self-reported data also is a limitation. 
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Holt, Kantor, and Finkelhor (2008) linked home environments in which parents 

express unhealthy practices including constantly criticizing and mistreating children and 

engaging in violent behaviors towards each other can increase students’ potential risk 

for bullying and victimizations. Researchers were analyzed data from 205 fifth grade 

students enrolled in 22 different elementary schools located in one school district in a 

large Northeastern city in United States, and their parents. Using a frequency analysis, 

researchers reported that among children who reported bullying others, 11% of the 

parents did not believe that their children had bullied others. Only 2% of parents among 

children who reported bullying others believed that their children had bullied others. A 

moderate degree of parent child concordance related with bullying was reported. For 

victims of bullying about 6 % of the parents did not believe their child was victimized 

while about 10 % of the parents reported that their child experience bullying 

victimization. Children who received poor supervision, child maltreatment and observed 

partner violence were involved in bullying more often as bullies (Holt et al., 2008). 

Researchers found that children’s bullying reports were higher than parents’ report and 

concluded that parents were unaware of some of the students’ bullying experiences. 

Since the study design was cross-sectional, a causal relationship could not be 

determined. Also, authors collected data from only one school district, which may lack in 

generalizability. Using data from large sample sizes and more diverse populations can 

overcome this limitation. 

Gorman-Smith et al. (2004) collected data from 263 African American and Latino 

male youth living in an inner city to understand the association between exposure to 

community violence and violence perpetration. Family functioning as a moderating role 
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was also tested. Gorman-Smith et al. (2004) found that students who received poor 

parenting practices and low levels of emotional cohesion were also a higher risk for 

exposure to community violence. The findings of the study indicate that there is an 

association between early exposure to violence and violence perpetration in later life. 

However, family functioning acted as moderator between exposure to community 

violence and violence perpetration. The well family functions protected youth who were 

exposed to a high level of community violence from later violence perpetrator. 

According to the finding, youth from well-functioning families hold nearly zero odds to 

commit a violent act even though they exposed high levels of community violence. 

Youth who were exposed to a high level of community violence were engaged in less 

violent activity if they had a well-functioning family, as compared to the youth with less 

functioning family. The main limitation of the study is that authors used a high-risk 

sample from poorest urban comminutes, limiting generalizability to this specific 

population.  

Bowers et al. (1992) collected data from three different middle schools, with 

students age ranged 8 to 11 years old who were identified by peer nominations as 

either bullies, victims, bully-victims, and controls. Students were surveyed about family 

systems to understand characteristics of power and cohesion. Researchers reported 

that students who bully others come from families where often a power imbalance occur 

and families suffered from a lack of cohesion. Another finding indicated that bullies and 

bully-victims hold a significantly greater chance to have no biological father at home (10, 

9 respectively) compared to victims or the control group. Bowers et al. (1992) 

recommended adding different family factors and different data sources to improve 
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research. In a different study, Stevens, De Bourdeaudhuij, and Van Oost (2002) 

collected data from 1,719 fifth and sixth-grade students, aged 10 to 13 and 1041 

parents to explore the difference in family functioning for victims, bullies, bully-victims 

and noninvolved students. Findings revealed clear differences in family functioning 

between bullies, victims and bully/victims. Interestingly, when parents` reports 

concerning bullying were considered, almost no differences between groups were 

observed. This finding suggests different perceptions of bullying between parents and 

students. The authors concluded that when family functioning is low in children’s life, 

they reported bullying others more. A major limitation is that the authors questioned the 

reliability of the measurement because of the wide differences in reports between 

parents and students. Data from different resources could be useful to improve 

reliability.  

Stadler, Feifel, Rohrmann, Vermeiren, and Poustka (2010) conducted a survey 

among 986 students aged 11-18 years old to examine the frequency and effect of peer 

victimization on mental health problems. Researchers used the Social and Health 

Assessment survey to measure peer-victimization, risk and protective factors while they 

used a Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire to assess mental health problems. The 

result of the study indicated that parental support provided a protective effect to be 

victimized especially for girls. School support acted as a buffer against bullying 

victimization both for girls and boys. Stadler et al. (2010) stated that peer victimization 

brings serious threats to mental health problems. The researchers conclude that 

parental support can reduce the peer victimization and reduce the negative outcome of 

the victimization. Self-report data may include some biases. Additionally, the study was 
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a cross-sectional design so direct effects between victimization and mental health 

problems cannot be reached. 

Conners‐Burrow, Johnson, Whiteside‐Mansell, McKelvey, and Gargus, (2009) 

examined if support from teachers and families protects from the negative effects of 

depression in children who are involved in bullying. Nine hundred and seventy-seven 

5th-, 9th-, and 11th-grade students participated in the study and were divided into four 

groups, including victim, bully, bully-victims, and not-involved children. The result of this 

study indicated that students not involved in bullying reported less depression and more 

social support compared to the other three groups. Victims of bullying were the most at-

risk group in terms of social support and depression. All four groups reported fewer 

symptoms of depression when support from parents was strong. Additionally, these 

authors found that when parental support was weak, support from teachers was 

correlated with fewer depressive symptoms for all the groups except victims. When 

parental support was strong, teachers` impact was not significant. Child-self report and 

cross-sectional data was used, which are main limitations of the study.  

Duggins, Kuperminc, Henrich, Smalls-Glover, and Perilla (2015) collected data 

from 373 middle and high school students. The purpose of the research was to 

understand a cross-sectional and two-year relationship between school victimization 

and aggression, and if school and family connectedness acted as a protective factor. 

Results showed that family connectedness was protective, which indicates that when 

students reported strong family connectedness the victimization was lower. The study 

relies on self-report and getting more optimal rates of follow-up was limited due to lack 
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of time and resources. Some of the threats to validity, including history, testing, and 

maturation could not be controlled due to the observational design of the study.  

Claes et al. (2015) studied the relationship between being a bully and 

victimization with non-suicidal self-injury (head banging, scratching oneself, hitting 

oneself, cutting oneself, and burning oneself). Authors tested the mediating role of 

depressive mood and moderating role of parental support. A sample of 785 high school 

students studying different schools in Belgium and the Netherlands participated to the 

study. The result of the Claes et al. study revealed that adolescents who bully others 

and victims of bullying hold higher risk of non-suicidal self-injury. Parental support was a 

mediator between being a bully and victimization with non-suicidal self-injury and 

depressive mood with non-suicidal self-injury, which means that students who received 

strong parental support were less likely to self-harm. Strong parental support protects 

students and reduces the association bullying victimization and non-suicidal self-injury. 

One limitation of the study was authors only included presence or absence of the non-

suicidal self-injury. There was lack of knowledge related with the non-suicidal self-injury 

including recency or frequency. Only a self-reported survey was used for the study, 

which is a limitation. Also, several measures provided relatively low internal consistency 

(<.70) results. 

Barzilay et al. (2017) analyzed data from 11,110 students from 168 schools in 10 

European Union countries. A self-reported survey assessed bullying victimization types 

(physical, verbal, and relational), depression, anxiety, parental and peer support, and 

suicide ideation and attempts. 9.4% physical, 36.1% verbal, and 33.0% relational 

bullying victimization was reported. Girls were more likely to experience relational 
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bullying victimization while boys were more likely to receive physical and verbal bullying 

victimization. The results of the study indicated a significant three-way interaction 

between parental support, verbal victimization, and depression. For the youth who 

suffered from depression and received low parental support, verbal bullying 

victimization related with increased probability of suicide ideation. Students who 

perceived low parental support (-1 SD) with verbal bullying victimization had an 

increased probability of suicidal attempt by 220% (OR= 2.20, CI: 2.07-2.33) whereas 

students who perceived high parental support (+1 SD) with verbal victimization has 

lower risk of suicide attempt (OR= 1.01, 95% CI: .88 -1.14). The study used cross-

sectional data from a self-reported questionnaire and causal relationship cannot be 

concluded. Authors recommended longitudinal studies to examine these relationships 

further. 

Hébert, Cénat, Blais, Lavoie, and Guerrier (2016) collected data from 8,194 and 

6,780 (six months later) high school adolescents aged 14–18 years from Canada to 

explore whether parental support provided a protective effect, or moderated or 

mediated, the association between sexual abuse, cyberbullying, bullying, and mental 

health problems. Results indicated that cyberbullying and bullying was related to sexual 

abuse and mental health problems. Another important result is that high parental 

support reduced bullying and cyberbullying so that parental support performed as a 

protective factor for the child sexual abuse and mental health problems of the victims of 

bullying. One of the main limitations of the study was the partial overlap between 

bullying measures and mental health problems. There was a possibility that before the 

adolescents experienced bullying victimization, they had been already suffering from 
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mental health problems. Mental health problems could have pre-existed bullying 

victimization. Authors suggested adding other support systems such maternal support 

to develop resilience against bullying victimization.  

Yun and Kim (2016) conducted questionnaires from 1,793 Korean students to 

understand bullying and its association with a list of psychopathological symptoms. The 

researchers found a significant relationship between parental attachment and bully or 

victims status on depression using logistic regression models. The result indicated that 

girls involved in bullying more than boys. Some of the western studies provided 

contradictory results where boys involved in bullying more than girls (Nansel et al., 

2003; Wang et al., 2009). The conclusion that being bullied results in depression can be 

misleading because it is plausible that students who suffer from depression may be 

involved in bullying more often. The authors suggest longitudinal and prospective 

research designs to address the limitations of the study. In a different study, Perren and 

Hornung (2005) collected data from 1107 Swiss students to understand family and peer 

relations with bullying and delinquency. Results indicated that bully-victims reported 

lower peer acceptance compared to bullies and non-involved students. Students who 

were not involved in bullying reported higher family support than all other groups 

including victims and bullies. Correlational analysis showed that bullying and being 

bullied were significantly related. Authors used self-reported survey, which brings some 

limitation including social desirability or lack of standardized measures of bullying.  

Jansen, Veenstra, Ormel, Verhulst, and Reijneveld (2011) explored early risk 

factors that may result in bullying in later life. The researchers sought to discover 

whether preschool behaviors, family characteristics (socio-economic status, family 
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breakup) and parental mental health has an impact on bullying and victimizations. They 

measured students in the Netherlands at the age of 11 (n= 982) and age 13.5 (n= 977). 

Using multinomial logistic model, the findings indicated that students from low 

socioeconomic status families have a higher risk of involvement in bullying as bully, 

victim or bully/victim. Another interesting finding is that students who come from two-

parent families are less likely to be involved in bullying. The authors concluded that 

negative family factors, including family conflict or break up are positively related with 

students bullying involvement. However, the study did not provide evidence of families’ 

long-term effect on bullying. Another limitation of the study was the retrospective reports 

about preschool behavior, and parental report may not be accurate because of the 

unreliability of memory. Since this was a self-report study, the responses may include 

personal biases.  

Studies related to family support and bullying (Barzilay et al., 2017; Hébert, et al., 

2016; Jansen et al., 2011; Perren & Hornung, 2005; Yun & Kim, 2016) have provided 

useful insight into the relationship between bullying and parental support. A consistent 

result of these studies indicates that when parental support was strong, students’ 

involvement in bullying behavior reduces or the negative effect of bullying behavior 

decreases. Therefore, in most of the cases, parental support was protective towards 

bullying or buffered the negative outcome of bullying, including the risk of 

revictimization. Prevention or intervention strategies should include parental support 

when dealing with bullying incidents. Another interesting result that needs mention is the 

comparison between boys and girls. Studies have provided different results when 

comparing boys and girls. Yun and Kim (2016), and Hébert et al. (2016) found that girls 
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were more involved in bullying than boys, whereas Perren and Hornung (2005) found 

that girls were less frequently involved in bullying problems. On the other hand, Barzilay 

et al. (2017) found that boys were more likely to be physically and verbally victimized 

while girls tend to be involved in more with relational victimization. Jansen et al. (2011) 

found that boys have a higher risk to be a bully or bully/victim whereas girls tend to be a 

victim or uninvolved. Claes et al. (2015) found no significant difference between boys 

and girls. Some of the consistent limitations of these studies (Barzilay et al., 2017; 

Claes et al., 2015; Hébert et al., 2016; Perren & Hornung, 2005; Yun & Kim, 2016) 

include a reliance on self-reported surveys. Most researchers did not proceed with 

additional ways to identify victims of bullying which may result in misleading information. 

Also, self-reported surveys are subject to social desirability. Causal relationships cannot 

be interpreted with correlational studies. The bullying literature needs to have more 

research that uses longitudinal data to understand causal relationships. A rare 

longitudinal research finding of bullying and mental health problems recommends a 

reciprocal relationship rather than one that is one-directional (Sweeting, Young, West, & 

Der, 2006). Many authors also have recommended adding other support systems 

including teachers and parents to understand and overcome the complex social nature 

of bullying. The current dissertation study will address this limitation and gap in the 

literature and include a set of social factors, including student-teacher relationship and 

sense of belonging. 

Sense of Belonging at School and Bullying  

In July 16, 2018 a search on the PsycINFO using EBSCOhost was conducted by 

using the following search terms without quotes “sense of belonging” and “victims of 

bullying” which resulted in nine research articles and one dissertation. Out of these nine 
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articles one of them was included in the review. Then, to extend the search and receive 

a wider range of articles, the word “victims” was removed and “school connectedness” 

was added. “Bullying and school connectedness or sense of belonging” without quote 

resulted in 92 academic journals, 30 dissertation and 13 books. After the examination, 

six articles included in the literature review as they provided empirical discussion 

between bullying and sense of belonging. The detailed review and critique of these 

articles are discussed in the following section. 

Glew et al. (2005) investigated to evaluate the prevalence of bullying and the 

relationship between bullying (victims, bullies, bully-victims and nonresponders) and 

school attendance, academic achievement, disciplinary actions, self-reported feelings of 

sadness, safety, and belonging in elementary education level. In a large city located in 

West Coast US, a school district agreed to participate to the study and 3,530 students 

provided their response to the survey questions. Authors linked the survey results with 

different variables from the school data including test scores, attendance records, 

school suspension and expulsion records, and demographic data. The result of the 

study indicated that twenty to percent of the participants involved in bullying as bully, 

victim or both. All these groups were significantly more likely to feel unsafe at the 

school. Victims (odds ratios, 4.1) or bully-victims (odds ratios, 3.1) were more likely to 

indicate that they do not belong to school. Authors highlights the importance and the 

necessity of the anti-bullying programs. The main limitation was about the 

generalizability because only one school district participated to the study. A more wide-

ranging data from various locations would improve the generalizability. Another 

limitation was researchers used only one item for the school belonging variable. The 
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item indicated that “I feel I belong in my school” and the students were able to choose 

“yes” or “no”. More comprehensive scale may provide stronger results. 

Skues et al. (2005) investigated to learn how bullying victimization relates to self-

esteem, school connectedness and motivation for academic success. Participants were 

975 Australian high school students. The result indicated that male students 

experienced more direct forms of bullying than female students. Students in lower years 

reported higher victimization then students from higher year level. Findings of the study 

indicated that victims tended to report feeling less connected to teachers, peers and 

schools. Victims reported having lower levels of self-esteem and being less motivated at 

school. In a different study, Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer and Perry (2003) examined 

the relationship between peer harassment, school connectedness and academic 

achievement. Researchers used a data from 4,746 students in grades 7-12 at 31 

different public schools in a Midwestern state. Multivariate analysis was used where 

researchers controlled for gender, grade level, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. 

Eisenberg et al.’s results show a significant association between peer harassment and 

school connectedness. Students who receive less peer harassment tended to like the 

school more compared to students who experience more peer harassment. Students 

who experience less peer harassment received higher grades and performed better 

academically compared to the students who experience high levels of peer harassment. 

Even though this article does not include bullying, it is relevant because some 

researchers treated the bullying and peer victimization as same or similar constructs 

(e.g., Bradshaw, Sawyer, & O'Brennan, 2007; Hong & Espelage, 2012; Eisenberg & 

Aalsma, 2005). Researchers of these two studies concluded that when students 
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experienced high levels of bullying or peer harassment they may not want to be in 

school and miss the positive outcome of the school connectedness. Researchers 

discussed the need and the importance of an environmental approach or a whole-

school approach as intervention when providing effective strategies to reduce the peer 

harassment or bullying in schools. 

In a recent study, Goldbach, Sterzing, and Stuart (2018) used a sample of 3,221 

middle and high school students to learn whether the involvement of bullying have 

implications on substance use, depression or school connectedness. Based on the 

frequency and intensity of the bullying behavior researchers identified nine different 

bully types such as victim-only-high, victim-only-low, bully-only-high, bully-high-victim-

low. Researchers found that when students have a strong level of school 

connectedness, they significantly associate with lower probabilities of being bully-only-

low, bully-only-high, bully-high-victim-low, and bully-high-victim-high. As a limitation, 

researchers acknowledge that school connectedness or depressive symptoms may also 

be a product of bullying involvement due to the nature of cross-sectional data. However, 

in a different study, Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996) examined to discover whether peer 

victimization cause or consequences of school maladjustment. They collected data from 

200 5- and 6-year-old kindergarten students (105 males, 95 females). Findings of this 

longitudinal study indicated that victimization is a precursor of student`s loneliness and 

school avoidance. Students reported loneliness while the victimization was occurring. A 

delay effect of victimization was found for school avoidance. Researcher highlighted 

that all victimized children stated more desire to avoid the school compared the 

nonvictims and school liking score was lower for the victims. In a different study 



 

57 

Norwalk, Hamm, Farmer, & Barnes (2016) collected data from 1,264 sixth grade 

students to examine teacher attunement to victims on sense of belonging. An important 

finding of the study indicated that when victims feel that their friends would intervene in 

bullying and protect them victims’ sense of belonging was greater. Researchers 

emphasized the importance of the teachers` awareness of bullying to create a more 

positive school culture, which would help students to protect the victims against bullying 

and feel a greater sense of belonging to school.  

The sense of belonging at school is a critical concept for receiving a high quality 

of education. Akos and Galassi (1998) indicated that the sense of belonging at school 

may be directly related with the academic outcome. Eisenberg et al. (2003) reported 

that when students experience more peer harassment, they report less school 

connectedness which associated with their poor school performance or lower grades 

compared to their counterparts. Literature provides evidence that bullying victimization 

is negatively associated with the sense of belonging at school (Glew et al., 2005; Skues 

et al., 2005). Empirical findings indicate that victims of bullying do not feel belong to 

school (Glew et al., 2005) or reported less connected compared to nonvictims (Skues et 

al., 2005). Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996) found that peer victimization is a precursor of 

student's school avoidance. Due to the strong association between the sense of 

belonging at school and bullying victimization the effort to explore bullying need to 

include the sense of belonging at school.  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHOD 

This chapter explains the research methodology of the study. The purpose of the 

study was to investigate the associations of student-family relationship, student-teacher 

relationship, sense of belonging at school and bullying victimization by using a large-

scale, cross-sectional data set. Also, the researcher examined the mediation effect of 

bullying victimization. Consistent with the purpose of the study, this chapter provides an 

overview of the methodology, including: (1) research questions, (2) data, (3) research 

variables and scales, and (4) data analysis procedure.  

Research Questions 

Five research questions were proposed to guide the study: (1) What is the 

relationship between teachers’ unfair treatment and victims of bullying? (2) What is the 

relationship between parental support and victims of bullying? (3) What is the 

association between victims of bullying and sense of belonging at school? (4) To what 

extent does bullying mediate the association between teachers’ unfair treatment and 

sense of belonging at school? (5) To what extent does bullying mediate the association 

between parental support and sense of belonging at school? 

Data 

This study was conducted using secondary data from the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA), which measures several variables in 

educational systems, including student academic performance and well-being. PISA’s 

surveys are sponsored and led by the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and 

Development (OECD) and are collected every 3 years. The current study used the 

latest dataset conducted in 2015. Before exploring the data, the primary investigator 
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received approval from University of Florida Institutional Review Boards for an exempt 

study (Appendix A). PISA aims to understand educational systems and students` 

preparation for the life as teenagers by evaluating 15-year-old students` skills and 

knowledge within a real life-context. Over half a million students (about 540,000) 

participated in PISA surveys in 2015, representing 29 million 15-year-olds from 72 

countries and economies (35 OECD countries and 37 partner countries and economies) 

(OECD, 2017a). PISA was first surveyed in 2000 in 32 countries and the United States 

has participated in every cycle of PISA since its implementation. PISA’s assessment 

has primarily focused on science, mathematics, reading, collaborative problem solving, 

and financial literacy (Kastberg, Chan, & Murray, 2016). PISA further surveyed students’ 

academic performance to provide understanding of students’ well-being and their 

enjoyment of life. The PISA student assessment takes approximately three hours in 

total to complete and includes instructions, the assessment, a break and a brief 

questionnaire about the student. PISA published the assessment results in December 

2016 and used computer-administration only (OECD, n.d.).  

The PISA data set is particularly well-suited to investigate the research questions 

proposed in this current study because PISA provides comprehensive information about 

students, parents and school contexts. PISA offers a rich data set including students` 

economic, social and cultural background; and their motivation and attitudes towards 

learning. Also, PISA includes data related to school resources, teaching strategies, 

school poverty, and school climate. PISA’s comprehensive assessment, careful 

selection, and wide sampling can further be used to describe peer effects, schools, and 

educational systems. 
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Population and PISA Sampling Procedures 

PISA’s target population was approximately 29 million 15-year-olds from 72 

countries or educational systems, but about a half million students participated in total 

(OECD, 2017a). The target population for the US can be defined as roughly 9,000,000 

for the population of 15 and 16-year-olds (US Census, 2015). However, it would not be 

efficient to ask every 15 year-old-student in U.S. Therefore, PISA uses and adapts a 

sophisticated empirical analysis for its data sets to identify a sample in which they use 

three elements: (a) countries, (b) schools, and (c) students. Schools are nested within 

countries, and students are nested within schools. PISA uses advanced statistical 

sampling weight procedures to avoid representation errors (see “data analysis 

procedures” for detailed information about sampling weight). The U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) explains the PISA 

sampling process in six steps (“National Center for Educational Statistics,” n.d.):  

Step 1. The target population for PISA is internationally defined as 15-years-old 

students who attends public or private school. PISA does not collect data based on 

students` grades but collects data based on students` ages. Students’ ages are 

between 15-years-old and 3 months to 16-years-old and 2 months. Each country or 

educational system who is part of the OCED submits a sampling frame to PISA and 

PISA certifies the sampling frame for each country or educational systems to reflect the 

population and perceived effective estimates of student characteristics. The sample 

represents the full population of 15-year-old students for each country or educational 

systems.  

Step 2. PISA validates the sampling frame then randomly selects a minimum 150 

schools by using scientific methods in each frame. PISA also selects two replacements 
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schools for each original school. If there are less than 150 schools in a country or 

educational system, all schools are sampled. If there are subnational territories, a 

minimum of 50 schools are required. For instance, in 2012 three U.S. states and 

territories participated in the PISA assessment including Massachusetts, Connecticut, 

and Florida. Massachusetts, North Carolina and Puerto Rico participated as U.S. states 

in 2015. For each state, a minimum of 50 schools were required.  

Step 3. Each country or education systems recruits sampled schools. PISA 

validates the sampling frame, but each country or educational system is responsible for 

recruitment. The countries or educational systems start with the original schools. If the 

original schools refuse to participate in the assessment, then they use the replacement 

school. The replacement schools are required to have similar characteristics with the 

original schools (e.g., demographics, location). An 85% response rate was the goal for 

all education systems or countries in 2015, and a minimum 65% response rate from 

original school was the required rate to be included in the international database. When 

countries reached the 65% response rate from original schools, they were allowed to 

use the replacement schools to have a higher response rate. 

Step 4. After schools approved their participation, each country or educational 

system submitted all their eligible students considering students age. Each country or 

education system was required to administer the assessment to a minimum of 5,400 

students. If a country contains subnational education systems, each sub-nation is 

required to collect data from a minimum of 1,500 students. For example, three U.S. 

states and territories participated in PISA in 2015 and each of them were required to 

collect data from at least 1,500 students.  
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Steps 5. PISA cautiously reviews the student sample and validates the data to 

make sure the PISA eligibility requirements were met. Replacements for student 

samples are not approved or proceeded by PISA, unlike the school samples. The final 

student list is sent back to the countries or education systems.  

Step 6. OECD requires a minimum 80% of student participation for a country or 

education system to be included in the international dataset. In the last step, schools 

contact students and engage in data collection. 

U.S. Schools and Students Response Rate  

PISA usually collects data from four different groups including students, parents 

or guardians, teachers and principals. The U.S. has not administered the parent 

questionnaire. The U.S. implemented the teacher questionnaire in 2015 even though 

the teacher questionnaire was optional for the countries and educational systems. The 

principal of each participating school provided information about their school`s learning 

environment among other information by completing a thirty 30-minute school survey. 

PISA assessment took approximately three hours to complete which includes time for 

instruction, the assessment, breaks, and a brief questionnaire about the students. 

Student questionnaires approximately took about 45 minutes to complete. In 2015, 

5,712 students from 177 different schools in the U.S. participated, with an overall 

response rate of 90%. The main criteria for PISA assessment is the students` age. At 

the time of the assessment, students need to be aged between 15 years 3 months and 

16 years 2 months and they have to be completed at least 6 years of formal school. 

Students can be enrolled part time or full time in any institutions including private or 

public, and academic or vocational programs (OECD, 2016).   
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Data Cleaning and Missing Values  

The researcher downloaded the student questionnaire data in SPSS (Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences) version 21.0 (TM) format from the OECD website and 

prepared the data for analysis. The data and resources are open to public, and can be 

found at the OECD website (PISA 2015 Database, n.d.). Variables for use in the current 

study are as follows: (a) student-teacher relationship, (b) student-parent relationship, (c) 

sense of belonging at school, and (d) victims of bullying were transferred to a new excel 

spread sheet. Related descriptive information about students and their families was 

included to the new file. The researcher used SPSS to identify missing values and run 

descriptive statistics. Then, the researcher used MPUS version 8.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 

2013) to run a preliminary analysis on the data. As literature suggests, researcher 

screened the data to find the missing values (Schumacker & Lomax, 2015). After a 

preliminary analysis, the proportion of the missing data for each variable screened and 

found that very small proportion (less than 1%) of the data was missing. 

Tabachnick and Fidell (2012) recommend removing or transforming cases with 

more than 5% of missing values. When the data includes minimal missing value or the 

sample size is adequately large, a listwise deletion method is considered as an 

appropriate method (Figueredo et al., 2000). Missing completely at random is referred 

when there is no relationship between missing values and anything else in the study 

(Little & Rubin, 1981). Tabachnick and Fidell (2012) explained that missing data 

patterns have a greater impact on the results than the proportion, but no pattern was 

reported or even suspected about the data, so the proportion becomes important. 

Shafer (1999) stated that 5% or less missing rate is insignificant. Therefore, the 

researcher denied any procedure to impute missing values.  
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A total of 5,712 students were identified for this study. To estimate a model fit for 

the structural equation modeling, a minimum sample size of 200 cases is recommended 

(Chou & Bentler, 1995; Kline, 2011; Quintana & Maxwell, 1999; Weston & Gore, 2006), 

which expectedly, the sample size would also depend on the model fit. Research 

studies often provide discussions about an "unrealistically ideal" ratio when explaining 

the power in SEM. Kenny and McCoach (2003) and Tanaka (1987) suggested an ideal 

ratio of sample size to the number of free parameters is 20:1, whereas Bentler and 

Chou (1987) suggested that a 5:1 is an acceptable number. The current study clearly 

met this ratio. In fact, the final 5712 responses provided for a strong sample size, good 

model fit, and generalizability. 

Participants  

Of the 5,712 students sampled for this study, 2,854 (50%) identified their gender 

as female and 2,858 (50%) as male. Per PISA requirements, students’ ages were 

between 15-years-old and 3 months to 16-years-old and 2 months. Of the entire 

sample, only 430 (8%) students indicated that they were born in a different country 

other than the US, whereas 5,066 (89%) stated that they were born in the U.S. (Table 3-

1). Most students (n = 4,066, 71%) stated that they speak English at home.  

As shown in Table 3-2, a majority of the participants, specifically 4210 (73.7%) 

students were enrolled in 10th grade. There were 953 (16.7%) students enrolled in 11th 

grade, and 529 (9.3%) students were in 9th grade. Seven (.1%) students were enrolled 

in 12th grade, 12 (.2%) students were in 8th grade, and one student was in 7th grade. 

Approximately 4,000 (70%) students indicated that their mother and father were 

born in the U.S. A total of 1,835 (32%) students stated that their mother graduated from 

a four-year college whereas 1,572 (28%) students listed that their father holds a four-
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year college degree. More detailed descriptive information about students and their 

families is provided in Table 3-7. 

Scales  

Four constructs, including bullying victimization, sense of belonging at school, 

student perceptions of their teachers` unfair treatment, and parental support, were 

measured by a total of 22 items and four scales. The relationships among these 

variables were explored to understand the victims of bullying within the ecological 

framework. The following sections provides details about the scales used to measure 

these constructs. 

Victims of Bullying  

PISA measured victims of bullying with eight items on the self-reported 

questionnaire. PISA asked student to respond the following statement: “During the past 

12 months, how often have you had the following experiences in school.” Students were 

able to choose only one response for each item using a four-point Likert scale. Each 

item measured different forms of bullying including verbal, physical, and relational 

bullying. The details about the scale are provided below in Table 3-1.  

Table 3-1. Victims of bullying  

PISA Item 
Code 

Instrument Dimensions of 
Bullying 

Scale  

ST038Q01NA I got called names by other 
students.  

Verbal bullying Four-point 
scale 

ST038Q02NA I got picked on by other 
students.  

Verbal bullying (1) Never or 
almost never 

ST038Q03NA Other students left me out 
of things on purpose. 

Relational 
bullying 

(2) A few 
times a year 

ST038Q04NA Other students made fun of 
me.  

Verbal bullying (3) A few 
times a month 

ST038Q05NA I was threatened by other 
students. 

Verbal/physical 
bullying 

(4) Once a 
week or more 
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Table 3-1. Continued 

PISA Item 
Code 

Instrument Dimensions of 
Bullying 

Scale  

ST038Q06NA Other students took away 
or destroyed things that 
belonged to me. 

Physical 
bullying 

 

ST038Q07NA I got hit or pushed around 
by other students.  

Physical 
bullying 

 

ST038Q08NA Other students spread 
nasty rumors about me.  

Relational 
bullying 

 

 
PISA reported after the exploratory analysis that the first two items 

(ST038Q01NA & ST038Q02NA) of the bullying scale included measurement issues, 

where these two items did not strongly correlated with the other six items. PISA also 

found that the average of these two items varied across countries much more than other 

items. Therefore, PISA removed these two items from the international PISA 2015 

database. The data files did not include these two items. The victims of bullying 

construct was estimated with the remaining six items (ST038Q03NA, ST038Q04NA, 

ST038Q05NA, ST038Q06NA, ST038Q07NA, and ST038Q08NA). PISA did not remove 

any other items related to the other constructs that include sense of belonging at 

schools, student perceptions of their teachers` unfair treatment and parental support. 

Perceived Teacher Unfairness  

PISA asked six questions related to students` perception of their teachers` 

treatment towards them. Students choose one dimension from a four-point Likert scale. 

PISA asked student to report, “During the past 12 months, how often did you have the 

following experiences at school.” Table 3-2 summaries the instrument that measured 

perceived unfair treatment.  
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Table 3-2. Students` perception of teachers` unfair treatment 

PISA Item 
Code  

Instrument Scale  

ST039Q01NA Teachers called on me less often than 
they called on other students. 

Four-point scale 

ST039Q02NA Teachers graded me harder than they 
graded other students. 

(1) Never or almost 
never 

ST039Q03NA Teachers gave me the impression that I 
am less smart than I really am. 

(2) A few times a 
year 

ST039Q04NA Teacher's disciplined me more harshly 
than other students. 

(3) A few times a 
month 

ST039Q05NA Teachers ridiculed me in front of others. (4) Once a week or 
more 

ST039Q06NA Teachers said something insulting to me 
in front of others. 

 

 
Parental Support  

PISA estimated parental support with four items. Students were asked to report 

“Thinking about <the last academic year>, to what extent do you agree with the 

following statements.” Each item included a four point-scale response option ranging 

from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The items to measure parents’ support of their 

children school activities is provided in Table 3-3. All the items were reverse coded for 

the parental support variable so that the result would provide consistent conclusion with 

the other constructs. Higher score on this index indicated lack of parental support.  

Table 3-3. Parental support 

PISA Item Code Instrument Scale  

ST123Q01NA My parents are interested in my school 
activities. 

Four-point scale 

ST123Q02NA My parents support my educational 
efforts and achievements.  

(1) Strongly disagree 

ST123Q03NA My parents support me when I am facing 
difficulties at school. 

(2) Disagree  

ST123Q04NA My parents encourage me to be 
confident.  

(3) Agree 

  (4) Strongly agree 
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Sense of Belonging at School 

 Students who participated in the PISA 2015 survey were asked to report their 

feelings about school belonging. The measurement included six items with a four-point 

Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The stem for these 

questions was “Thinking about your school: to what extent do you agree with the 

following statement.” Table 3-4 provides the items to measure sense of belonging at 

school. Items number 2, 3, and 5 reverse coded for the sense of belonging variable so 

that higher score for this variable indicated the lower level of sense of belonging at 

school.  

Table 3-4. Sense of belonging at school 

PISA Item Code Instrument Scale  

ST034Q01TA I feel like an outsider (or left out of things) 
at school. 

Four-point scale 
(1) Strongly Disagree 

ST034Q02TA I make friends easily at school. (2) Disagree 
ST034Q03TA I feel like I belong to school. (3) Agree 
ST034Q04TA I feel awkward and out of place in my 

school. 
(4) Strongly agree 

ST034Q05TA Other students seem to like me.  
ST034Q06TA I feel lonely at school.  

 

Validity and Reliability 

Validity explores the appropriateness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of the 

specific inferences that drawn from the instrument being used in a study (AERA, APA, & 

NCME, 1982). The construct validity aims to understand how well the constructs 

measure what they are aiming to measure. For instance, if an assessment was created 

to measure the victims of bullying, the strong validity of the assessment shows that the 

instrument accurately estimates the victims of bullying. The construct validity for all the 

variables were tested using the CFA to check if the items in particular scale measure 

the dimension structure of the latent construct (Brown, 2015). 
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Educational and psychological testing standards explains that reliability aims the 

consistency of the scores across replications (AERA, APA, & NCME, 1982). For 

instance, if we test the participants again, the results should be similar on the repeated 

assessment. Cronbach’s Alpha was used to measure internal consistency for each 

scale to provide evidence of reliability. The coefficient ranges between 0 and 1 where 

the lower value indicates lower internal consistency. A common accepted cut-off criteria 

for Cronbach’s alpha are 0.9 to suggest excellent, 0.8 for good, and 0.7 for acceptable 

internal consistency (Santos, 1999). 

Internal consistency was reported as .85 by the OECD for the victims of bullying 

variable using the Cronbach`s alpha for the United States sample (OECD, 2017c). 

OECD (2017c) also reported Cronbach`s alpha for the other 54 countries and 

economies to report evidence of the reliability coefficients for the victims of bullying 

scale. The lowest Cronbach`s alpha was reported as .71 for Korea whereas the highest 

score was reported as .90 for Qatar (OECD, 2017c). After assigning equal weight to all 

countries OECD provided average Cronbach`s alpha score of .83 for the victims of 

bullying variable (OECD, 2017c). These indicates that the correlation between the six 

items for the victims of bullying are acceptable and provide a good internal consistency 

and reliability.  

OECD (2017b) reported Cronbach’s alpha of .857 for sense of belonging at 

school for the US participants. Among other OECD countries the highest Cronbach’s 

alpha of .902 reported for participants from Ireland whereas the lowest Cronbach’s 

alpha of .709 was reporter for the participants from France (OECD, 2017b). Additionally, 

in a research study, Akiba (2010) explored the fear of school violence among US school 
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adolescents where the researcher used the 2000 PISA data set from US sample. The 

researcher reported Cronbach’s alpha .82 for the sense of belonging variable. Even 

though the researcher used previous data set, the items for this variable match with 

current scale only with one exception. PISA 2000 scale for the sense of belonging 

variable included one additional item which stated as “7-I don’t want to go” (Akiba, 

2010). The current scale did not use this item to measure the sense of belonging at 

school. These reports of Cronbach’s alpha indicate a good internal consistency for 

sense of belonging variable.  

OECD (2017b) conducted Cronbach’s Alpha for parental support variable and 

the result for US data set provided a score of .871. Among other OECD countries the 

highest result found in Iceland as .911 and the lowest score was reported as .761 for 

participants from Slovenia. The Cronbach’s Alpha reports among these countries shows 

a good internal consistency for the parental support variable. 

Data Analysis Procedure 

Self-reported data from PISA 2015 was analyzed using the SPSS version 21.0. 

Excel was used to clean the data and run the descriptive statistics. Sampling weight 

was used in the statistical model to avoid error in the inferences of the result. MPLUS 

version 8.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 2013) was used to analyze the measurement model and 

the structural model.  

Sampling Weight 

PISA uses randomly-drawn samples of schools and a nationally representative 

sample of 15-year-old students that the results can be generalized to the entire U.S. 15-

year-old student population. Concluding valid estimates, correct inferences of the 

population, and determining proper estimates of sampling error is necessary when 
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using such a large dataset; thus, survey weights are required to analyze the PISA data 

(OECD, 2017b). PISA (OECD, 2017b) describes numerous reasons why the survey 

weight are not same for all students including, (1) a school sample design may be 

intentionally over or under-sampled for practical reasons such as cost, or small or 

geographically remote schools, (2) the school size information may not be accurate at 

the time of sampling, which affects the probability of students selection, (3) School non-

response could result in under-representation of students, (4) Student non-responses 

can occur when students did not participate for various reasons including refusals or 

absences. Sampling weights provided by PISA that used complex structure of sampling 

design and sampling weight procedure to assure accurate inferences of the population 

can be conducted.  

The sampling weight procedures that PISA used are aligned with other 

international datasets, including Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 

(TIMSS) and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Studies (PIRLS). PISA 

referenced Cochran (1977), Lohr (2010) and Särndal, Swensson and Wretman (1992) 

provided foundation for use of sampling weight to an underlying statistical theory. 

Finally, PISA applied sampling weights to the student-level data for use in analysis 

where the weight for the student in school included two base weights and five 

adjustment factors. The two base weights are (1) school base weight (Wij) and (2) 

within-school base weight (W2ij). The five adjustment factors are (1) the school base 

weight trimming factor (f1i), (2) the school non-response adjustment (fA1ij), (3) the grade 

non-response adjustment (f2ij), (4) the within school non-response adjustment (t1i), and 
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(5) trimming the student weights (t2i). The final weight for student data was calculated by 

PISA as:  

Wij = f1i fA1ij f2ij t1i t2i W2ij    (3-1) 

In the current study, the researcher followed PISA recommendations for 

sampling weights and applied survey weight procedures. Additionally, it is important to 

emphasize that PISA stated the following note for the US data when discussing the 

sampling weight: “Puerto Rico is an unincorporated territory of the United States. As 

such, PISA results for the United States do not include Puerto Rico” (OECD, 2017b, 

p.121). Therefore, in the current study, appropriate sampling weight procedures were 

closely followed so that the researcher can conclude accurate population inferences.  

Structural Equation Modeling 

SEM was used to answer the proposed research questions. SEM aims to offer a 

comprehensive summary of the relationships among variables (Kahn, 2006). SEM can 

be defined as a combination of factor analysis and path analysis (Weston & Gore, 

2006), where testing both measurement model and structural model are allowed (Kline, 

2015). SEM can be compared with other common quantitative methods including 

correlation, multiple regression, and analysis of variance, as all of these are general 

linear models (Weston & Gore, 2006). Also, another common feature of these 

techniques is that they do not imply causality. However, SEM provides one advantage 

over the other techniques, which is the ability to test the relationships among constructs 

(Weston & Gore, 2006). SEM allows for model fit be evaluated as a full model (Hoyle, 

1995).  

Kline (2011) stated that SEM has six steps and two additional optional steps are 

recommended in ideal situations. The steps include: (1) specify the model; (2) evaluate 
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the model identification (if not identified, go back to step 1); (3) select the measures 

(operationalize the constructs) and collect, prepare, and screen the data; (4) estimate 

the model (if model fit is poor, skip to step 5); and if model fit is acceptable, interpret 

parameter estimates, or consider equivalent or near-equivalent models (skip to step 6); 

(5) specify the model (return to step 4); and (6) report the results. Kline (2011) 

recommends two additional steps that include (7) replicating the results, and (8) 

applying the results as optional steps. 

The measurement model and the structural model are the two primary 

components of SEM. The measurement model evaluates observed variables according 

to an underlying theory or hypothesized relationships. Confirmatory factor analysis 

(CFA) is used to assess the measurement model (Weston & Gore, 2006). In the current 

study, CFAs were conducted to test the measurement model among observed variables 

including victims of bullying, students’ perception of their teachers’ attitudes, parental 

support, and sense of belonging at school. The CFA also allows for testing the reliability 

and construct validity for each observed variable (Brown, 2015). Goodness of fit 

statistics including Chi Square (2), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker and Lewis 

Index (TLI), Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), and Root Mean Square 

Error of Approximation (RMSEA) were conducted to assess the overall model`s fit. After 

reaching a desired model fit, a structural model was conducted to test the hypothesized 

relationships (Kline, 2015). 
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Table 3-5. Descriptive information about students 

Information No Group      N 

Total number of 
students 

- 5712 

Gender Female 
Male 

2854 
2858 

In what country 
you were born? 

United States 
Other 
No Response 

5066 
430 
176 
 

What language 
do you speak at 
home?  
 

English  
Spanish 
Other language 
No response 

4600 
1061 
0 
11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 3-6. Students` grade level 

Grades Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

7.00 1 .0 .0 .0 

8.00 12 .2 .2 .2 
9.00 529 9.3 9.3 9.5 
10.00 4210 73.7 73.7 83.2 
11.00 953 16.7 16.7 99.9 
12.00 7 .1 .1 100.0 
Total 5712 100.0 100.0  
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Table 3-7. Descriptive information about students` parents 

 

Information No Group      N 

In what country 
your mother was 
born? 

United States 
Other 
No response 

4069 
1549 
54 

In what country 
your father was 
born? 

United States 
Other 
No response 

3984 
1570 
118 

Does your mother 
have any of the 
following degrees? 
 

Master, doctoral or professional degree 
4-year college degree 
2-year degree from a community college 
Vocational or technical certificate/diploma after high 
school 

761 
1835 
1654 
813 

Does your father 
have any of the 
following degrees? 

Master, doctoral or professional degree 
4-year college degree 
2-year degree from a community college 
Vocational or technical certificate/diploma after high 
school 

576 
1572 
1220 
1148 
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to examine an ecological model of bullying 

victimization and belonging to school using the PISA dataset. First, the researcher used 

sampling weights in estimating parameters, as PISA recommended and provided. Then, 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was conducted to test the measurement model. 

Along with the CFAs, Cronbach’s alpha was reported for each variable. Then SEM was 

conducted to more thoroughly examine the relationship between bullying victimization 

and other ecological factors including, lack of parental support, unfair teachers` 

treatment and lack of sense of belonging at school. The structural model analysis found 

multiple direct and indirect effects. This chapter includes the results of the analysis for 

each of the scales, and measurement and structural models that corresponds to the 

conceptual model.  

Descriptive Data Results 

From the PISA data, a total of 5,712 students’ data were used in the study where 

2,854 (50%) students identified themselves as female and 2,858 (50%) as male. 

Students who participated in the survey came from a total of 177 different schools. 

Average of 32 students from each school provided their responses. 

Though many students reported little or no bullying, almost one in five students 

(n= 1,079, 19%) who participated in the survey indicated that they were victims of one 

act of bullying either “a few times a month” or “once a week or more” during the last 

year. There were 545 (10%) students who reported that other students left them out of 

things on purpose; whereas, a total of 207 (3.7%) students stated that they got hit or 

pushed by other students a few times a month or more. A total of 191 (3.4%) students 
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reported that other students had spread nasty rumors about them once a week or more 

during the last year. There were 267 (4.8%) students who indicated that other students 

made fun of them once a week or more; whereas, 119 (2.1%) students reported that 

they were threatened by other students once a week or more. More information about 

students` responses related to how often they were victims of bullying is shown in 

Figure 4-2, and measures of central tendency for this variable are presented in Table 4-

14. 

There were 24% (n= 1,315) of students who stated that they agreed or strongly 

agreed with feeling like an outsider or left out of things at school, and, 22% (n= 1,202) of 

students specified that making friends at school was a difficult task. Students indicated 

(26%, n= 1,429) that they do not feel they belonged at school, and 18% (n= 995) of the 

students reported that they felt lonely at school. Of the students, 23% (n= 1,259) 

reported that they agreed or strongly agreed to feeling awkward or out of place in their 

school. Twelve percent (n= 626) of students strongly disagreed or disagreed that other 

students seem to like them. More information about students’ sense of belonging at 

school is provided in Figure 4-3, and measures of central tendency for this variable are 

presented in Table 4-15. 

A total of 1,960 (35.4%) of students stated that teachers called on them less 

often than other students a few times a month or more. A total of 644 (11.7%) students 

reported that teachers disciplined them more harshly than other students a few times a 

month or more.  In addition, 252 (4.6%) students reported that teacher ridiculed them in 

front of others once a week or more. More information about students’ report of teacher 
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unfairness is provided in Figure 4-4, and measures of central tendency for this variable 

are presented in Table 4-16. 

A majority of students reported high levels of parental support. Only 9% (n= 500) 

of the students indicated that their parents do not support them when they experienced 

difficulties in school, and 8% (n= 465) of the students reported that their parents were 

not interested in their school activities. Seven percent (n= 389) of the students 

disagreed or strongly disagreed that their parents encourage them to be confident. More 

information about students` report for parental support is provided with Figure 4-5, and 

the measures of central tendency for this variable are presented in Table 4-17. 

Measurement Models 

The study used four different scales, and measurement results for each scale are 

presented below. First, correlation matrices are reported. Second, results from a CFA 

for each construct was conducted including victims of bullying, lack of sense of 

belonging at school, unfair teacher treatment, and parental support. Model fit 

information with 2, RMSEA, CFI, TLI, and SRMR was reported for each variable. 

Factor loadings for each scale are provided below. 

Victims of Bullying 

The bullying victimization construct was measured with six items. Table 4-1 

provides the correlation matrix. The result indicates that the items were highly correlated 

where the range of correlation values reported between .993 and .996. The greater 

value indicates the stronger correlation between the items. These correlations provide 

evidence of strong internal consistency for the victims of bullying scale (Salkind, 2010).  
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Table 4-1. Correlation coefficients between the items in victims of bullying variable  

Items 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1.Other students left me out -      

2.Other students made fun of me .995 -     

3.I was threatened .994 .994 -    

4.Other students took away or destroy things .995 .994 .996 -   

5.I got hit or pushed around .994 .993 .995 .996 -  

6.Other students spread nasty rumors .993 .993 .993 .994 .993 - 

Note. N: 5712 all correlations are statistically significant at p < .001 (2-tailed) 

Results of the CFA of the bullying victimization variable provided a good model 

fit: 2 = 19.284; dƒ = 9, p < .001; RMSEA = 0.046; CFI = 0.999; TLI = 0.998; SRMR = 

0.017. Therefore, the modification indices were not conducted. Satisfactory construct 

reliability for this latent variable was reported with a Cronbach’s alpha of .946. The 

factor loadings for the items were between .825 and .904 and more detailed information 

is provided in Table 4-2. All items of the victims of bullying scales explained 56.8% of 

the variance in the latent construct (R2 = .568, p < .01). The CFA model for victims of 

bullying is presented in Figure 4-2.  

Table 4-2. Standardized model results of victims of bullying  

 Factor Loadings Residual Variances 

PISA Item Code Est.  S.E.  Est. S.E. 

ST038Q03NA .868 .015 .246 9.244 
ST038Q04NA .847 .017 .283 9.638 
ST038Q05NA .885 .018 .217 6.742 
ST038Q06NA .904 .017 .183 6.114 
ST038Q07NA .866 .022 .250 6.452 
ST038Q08NA .825 .023 .320 8.465 

Note. Est.: estimate, S.E.: standard error, N: 5672. All estimates are statistically significant at p < .001. 
 
Lacking a Sense of Belonging at School 

The lack of sense of belonging construct was measured with six items. Table 4-1 

shows a correlation matrix in which item-by-item correlations are reported. The 

estimation of the results indicated that the items are highly correlated. The correlation 
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value between the items ranged between .990 and .994. These high correlations 

indicate strong internal consistency for the lack of sense of belonging at school measure 

(Salkind, 2010). 

Table 4-3. Correlation coefficients between the items in lack of sense of belonging 
variable  

Items 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1.I feel like an outsider at school -      

2.I make friends easily at school .993 -     

3.I feel I belong to school .991 .991 -    

4.I feel awkward and out of place in S .994 .991 .990 -   

5.Other students seem to like me .992 .994 .991 .991 -  

6.I feel lonely at school .994 .992 .990 .993 .991 - 

Note. N: 5712 all correlations are statistically significant at p < .001 (2-tailed) 

The CFA met for the standards of a good fit:2 = 212.516; dƒ = 9, p < .001; 

RMSEA = 0.063; CFI = 0.970; TLI = 0.950; SRMR = 0.034. The factor loadings on the 

items were found to be between .676 and .838 as shown on the Table 4-4. Lack of 

sense of belonging at school has demonstrated strong reliability with a Cronbach’s 

alpha of .892. The items in the victims of bullying scales explained 21.8% of the 

variance in the latent construct (R2 = .218, p < .01). The CFA of lack of sense of 

belonging is shown presented with Figure 4-2 at the end of the chapter.  

Table 4-4. Standardized model results of lack of sense of belonging at school 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note. Est.: estimate, S.E.: standard error, N: 5673. All estimates are statistically significant at p < .001. 
 

 
  

Factor Loadings Residual Variances 

PISA Item Code      Est.  S.E.   Est. S.E. 

ST034Q01TA  .838 .016 .297 11.052 

ST034Q02TA  .736 .025 .458 12.574 

ST034Q03TA  .676 .030 .543 13.394 

ST034Q04TA  .799 .017 .362 13.442 

ST034Q05TA  .715 .026 .488 13.058 

ST034Q06TA  .803 .015 .356 14.605 
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Perceived Teacher Unfairness  

Teachers` unfair treatment was defined as a latent variable measured by six 

items and the following table illustrates the item-by-item correlation. The minimum 

correlation value was estimated to be at .672 and the highest value was measured at 

.980. This high correlation provides evidence of the internal consistency for the 

perceived teacher unfairness variable (Salkind, 2010). 

Table 4-5. Correlation coefficients between the items in perceived teacher unfairness 
variable  

Items 1 2 3 4 5 6 
1.Teachers called on me less often -      
2.Teachers graded me harder .991 -     
3.Teachers gave me the impression  .991 .991 -    
4.Teachers disciplined me more harshly .991 .991 . -   
5.Teachers ridiculed me in front of 
others 

.686 .686 .687 .688 -  

6.Teachers said something insulting me  .672 .673 .674 .675 .980 - 
Note. N: 5712 all correlations are statistically significant at p < .001 (2-tailed) 

The fit indices for the CFA provided a good model fit and the result indicated the 

following values: 2 = 165.382; dƒ = 9, p < .001; RMSEA = 0.055; CFI = 0.994; TLI = 

0.990; SRMR = 0.023. The factor loadings for these six items were between .634 and 

.841 and more detailed information about factor loadings provided in Table 4-6. The 

construct validity of this latent variable was found to be reliable and Cronbach’s alpha 

was .909. All items in the victims of the perceived teachers` unfairness scale explained 

88.2% of the variance in the latent construct (R2 = .882, p < .01). The CFA of teacher 

unfairness is presented in Figure 4-2.  
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Table 4-6. Standardized model results of perceived teacher unfairness 

Note. Est.: estimate, S.E.: standard error, N: 5673. All estimates are statistically significant at p < .001. 

 
Lack of Parental Support 

Lack of parental support was defined as a latent variable that was measured by 

four items. Table 4-7 shows the correlation coefficients between these items. The value 

of these correlation ranged between .665 and .995. A strong correlation between the 

items shows the internal consistency of the scale (Salkind, 2010).  

Table 4-7. Correlation coefficients between the items in lack of parental support variable  

Items 1 2 3 4 
1. My parents are interested in my school activities. -    
2. My parents support my educational efforts .995 -   
3. My parents support me when I am facing difficulties .679 .678 -  

4. My parents encourage me to be confident .666 .665 .980 - 
Note. N: 5712 all correlations are statistically significant at p < .001 (2-tailed) 

The fit indices for the CFA of the lack of parental support variable met the criteria 

for a good model fit. The value of the goodness of fit tests indicated the following 

results: 2 = 8.784; dƒ = 2, p < .001; RMSEA = 0.024; CFI = 0.996; TLI = 0.989; SRMR 

= 0.007. Factor loadings for these four items were between .820 and .867 and more 

detailed information is provided on Table 4-8. The construct validity of this latent 

variable found to be reliable in the sample of this study with a Cronbach’s alpha of .904. 

All items in the lack of parental support scales explained 68.6% of the variance in the 

latent construct (R2 = .686, p < .01). The CFA of lack of parental support is shown in 

Figure 4-2.  

Factor Loadings   Residual Variances 

PISA Item Code Est.  S.E.  Est. S.E. 

ST039Q01NA .634 .027 .598 17.444 
ST039Q02NA .766 .022 .413 11.963 
ST039Q03NA .840 .017 .295 10.540 
ST039Q04NA .841 .017 .293 10.210 
ST039Q05NA .838 .017 .298 10.684 
ST039Q06NA .831 .019 .310 9.802 
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Table 4-8. Standardized model results of lack of parental support 

Note. Est.: estimate, S.E.: standard error, N: 5674. All estimates are statistically significant at p < .001. 

 
Covariance between Variables 

Multicollinearity was tested by examining correlations between the four latent 

variables (Table 4-9). The investigation of the result indicated that there were no 

problems with multicollinearity among the variables because no correlation was high 

(>.90), so the data met the assumptions of multicollinearity (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). 

The standardized correlation among the variables ranged between .35 and .739. 

Table 4-9. Unstandardized and standardized factor covariance and corresponding 
standard errors 

 1 2 3 4 
 Unst. St.  Unst. St. Unst. St. Uns. St. 

1-Victims of 
bullying 

x x       

2-Lack of 
sense of 

belonging 

.4311 

.1022 

.429 

.058 
x x     

3-Perceived 
teacher u. 

.770 

.131 
.739 
.035 

.379 

.083 
.438 
.051 

x x   

 4-Lack of 
parental 
support 

.441 

.073 
.486 
.039 

.204 

.055 
270 
.053 

.388 

.063 
.497 
.035 

x x 

Note: 1: estimate, 2: standard error, Unst.: Unstandardized, St.: Standardized, N: 5712. All estimates are 
statistically significant at p < .001. 
 

Covariances between the teacher unfairness and victims of bullying was higher 

than expected, which might indicate a problem regarding validity of the measurement. 

However, considering the definitions and underlying theoretical assumptions of the two 

factors, they explain a particular construct and address significantly different knowledge 

   Factor Loadings Residual Variances 
PISA Item Code Est. S.E.  Est. S.E. 

ST123Q01NA  .830 .017 .312 11.051 
ST123Q02NA .867 .018 .248 7.819 
ST123Q03NA  .841 .019 .293 9.026 
ST123Q04NA  .820 .023 .327 8.817 
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base. Even though the values statistically showed high correlations, the nature of these 

two constructs are separate and not theoretically the same. Therefore, covariances are 

presented just for illustrative purposes and both measures are retained for the structural 

model.  

Structural Model 

The structural model was based on a conceptual model developed from prior 

research on bullying. The graphic representation of the conceptual and structural model 

is provided in Figure 4-5. A structural equation modeling analysis was used to assess 

associations identified in the conceptual model. The structural model resulted in five 

direct effects, including relationships between (1) lack of parental support and lack of 

sense of belonging at school, (2) lack of parental support and victims of bullying, (3) 

victims of bullying and lack of sense of belonging at school, (4) perceived teacher 

unfairness and victims of bullying, and (5) perceived teacher unfairness and lack of 

sense of bullying. Two indirect relationships were tested. The first was an indirect 

relationship between lack of parental support to lack of sense of belonging at school 

through victims of bullying. A second indirect relationship was predicted between 

perceived teacher unfairness to lack sense of belonging through victims of bullying. The 

theoretical model identifies lack of parental support and teacher unfairness as 

exogenous variables and predicted that they both effect the endogenous variables (lack 

of sense of belonging at school) and mediating variable (victims of bullying). Lack of 

sense of belonging at school was identified as endogenous variable whereas in the 

conceptual interactions victims of bullying variable was defined as a mediating variable. 



 

85 

The result of the structural model revealed a good model fit: 2 = 1561.037; dƒ = 

223, p < .001; RMSEA = .0032; CFI = .975; TLI = .971; and SRMR = .039. Based on 

degrees of freedom (dƒ = 223) and a sample size over 500 (N = 5674), the statistical 

power for this model was 1.00 (MacCallum et al., 1996, p. 142). Cronbach’s alpha for 

the structural model was reported as .667 with a total of 22 items. Since the structural 

model provided a good model fit, post-hoc modifications indices were not conducted. 
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Figure 4-1. Structural model showing the relationship between perceived teacher unfairness, lack of parental support, 
victims of bullying and lack of sense of belonging at school. 
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Victims of Bullying 

According to the structural model, lack of parental support and perceived teacher 

unfairness has a direct effect on bullying victimization. The first research question 

asked: What is the relationship between teachers’ unfair treatment and victims of 

bullying? The relationship was positive and provided a statistically significant result ( = 

.663, p < .01), controlling for gender and lack of parental support. Students who 

perceived that teachers treated them unfairly were more likely to experience higher 

levels of bullying victimization. The effect of teachers` unfair treatment on victims of 

bullying resulted in the largest effect identified in the model. Increasing reports of 

teachers’ unfairness by one standard deviation increased reporting being a victim of 

bullying by .663 standard deviation.  

The second research question asked: What is the relationship between lack of 

parental support and bullying victimization? The effect of lack of parental support on 

victims of bullying was statistically significant and positive (β = .157, p < .01), controlling 

for gender and teacher unfairness. This means that a one standard deviation-increase 

in lack of parental support resulted in a .157 standard unit increase in victims of bullying. 

All items were reverse coded in the lack of parental support variable. Therefore, the 

results show that high values indicate a stronger lack of parental support, which was 

associated with lower reports of bullying victimizations. However, the direct effect of lack 

of parental support on bullying victimization is considered to be low.  
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Table 4-10. Unstandardized and standardized direct effects of unfair teachers’ treatment 
and lack of parental support on victims of bullying  

Note. b and β represent regression coefficients, S.E.: standard error, N: 5712 * denotes a statistically 
significant estimate at p < .05. All other estimates are statistically significant at p < .01 
 

Based on prior literature, the effect of gender on reported bullying was held 

constant. The effect of gender provided a statistically significant result (β = -.047, p < 

.01) on victims of bullying. Male students reported higher bullying victimization. 

The structural model identified a correlation between lack of parental support and 

perceived teacher unfairness. The correlation was statistically significant (p < .01) and 

the strength of the correlation was reported at r = .497 level. The R2 of this correlation 

was 0.247, which indicated that 24.7% of the variance was explained by this 

relationship. Since all of the items of the lack of parental support were reversed coded, 

this means a lack of parental support was associated with teachers’ unfair treatment.  

Table 4-11. Unstandardized and standardized relationship between lack of parental 
supports and teachers’ unfair treatment 

Note. b and β represent regression coefficients, S.E.: standard error, N: 5712. All estimates are 
statistically significant at p < .01 

 
Lack of Sense of Belonging  

The structural model resulted in three direct effects on lack of sense of belonging 

and two indirect effects on lack of sense of belonging. Research question number three 

                       Unstandardized   Standardized 

 b S.E. 𝛽 S.E. 

Teacher unfairness .772 .061 .663 .040 
Lack of parental 

support 
.209 .037 .157 .030 

Gender -.047* .022 -.022* .010 

                        
  

Unstandardized   Standardized 

 b S.E. 𝛽 S.E. 

Lack of parental support and Teachers 
unfair treatment  

 

.388  063 .497 .035  
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asked: What is the association between victims of bullying and lack of belonging at 

school? The effect of victims of bullying on lack of belonging was statistically significant 

( = .221, p < .01) and the direction of the relationship was positive. That is, increasing 

reported victimization of bullying by one standard deviation decreased students’ lack of 

sense of belonging by .221 standard deviation unit, controlling for lack of parental 

support and teachers` unfairness.  

This result showed that there is a significant effect of teachers` unfair treatment 

on sense of belonging ( = .258, p < .01). The direction of the effect was positive. The 

interpretation of the result indicates that increasing reported teachers` unfair treatment 

by one standard deviation above the mean was associated with a higher lack of sense 

of belonging levels (.258 standard deviations above the mean), controlling for victims of 

bullying and lack of parental support. This result shows that when students experience 

unfair treatment from their teachers, they tend to feel less belonging to school.  

The results of the analysis provided an insignificant relationship ( = .035, p = 

.267) between a lack of parental support and lack of belonging. The effect of lack of 

parental support did not provide a significant direct effect on lack of sense of belonging 

at school.  

Table 4-12. Direct effects of lack of parental support, victims of bullying and unfair 
teachers’ treatment on lack of sense of belonging at school 

Note. b and β represent regression coefficients, S.E.: standard error, N: 5712. * denotes indicates not 
statistically significant estimates 

                        Unstandardized   Standardized 
        b S.E. 𝛽 S.E. 

Victims of bullying 
 

.184 .040 .221 .050 

Teacher unfairness 
 

.249 .037 .258 0.036 

Lack of parental support 
 

.038 .034* .035 0.031* 
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The last two analyses tested the mediation effects of victims of bullying. Results 

of the structural model identified two indirect effects. The first indirect path was from 

lack of parental support to lack of sense of belonging through victims of bullying. 

Although it is small, the indirect effect for this path was significant (β = .035, p < .01). 

The interpretation of this result, increasing lack of parental support by one standard 

deviation results in a .035 increase in lack of sense of belonging via its prior effects on 

victims of bullying. The total effect of lack of parental support on lack of sense of 

belonging was .069 (p < .01).  

Table 4-13. Unstandardized and standardized indirect and total effects on lack of sense 
of belonging 

 Unstandardized Standardized 

 b S.E. β S.E. 

Indirect effects     

Lack of parental support        Victims 
of bullying       Lack of sense of 
belonging 

.038 .011 .035 .010 

Teacher unfairness        Victims of 
bullying         Lack of sense of 
belonging 

.142 .033 .147 .037 

Total effects     

Lack of parental support       Lack of  
sense of belonging 

.077 .037* 
 

.069 .035* 
 

Teacher unfairness        Lack of 
sense of belonging 

.391 .043 .405 .047 

Note. b and β represent regression coefficients, S.E.: standard error, N: 5712. * denotes a statistically 
significant estimate at p < .05. All other estimates are statistically significant at p < .01. 

 

The second indirect effect was reported from teachers` unfairness on lack of 

sense of belonging through victims of bullying. The effect of this indirect path was 

statistically significant (β = 147, p < .01). The result indicates that the level of lack of 

sense of belonging increased .147 standard deviation for every one full standard 

deviation increase in teachers` unfairness via its prior effects on victims of bullying. The 
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total effect of teacher unfairness on lack of sense of belonging was .405 (p < .01) via all 

presumed path ways.  

Figure 4-2. Students` response to the bullying victimization variable.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4-14. Central tendency of the victims of bullying. 

Victims  
of bullying 

Range  Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Variance 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic 

        

3.00 1.00 4.00 1.2983 .00677 .50538 .255 

 
 
 

 
 
 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

Other students
left me out of

things on
purpose
N:5551

Other students
made fun of me

N:5548

I was
threatened by
other students

N:5543

Other students
took away or

destroyed
things that

belong to me
N:5551

I got hit or
pushed by

other students
N:5538

Other students
spread nasty

rumours about
me

N:5538

72.2
69.3

85.3
88.3 89.3

75.6

18 19.5

9.7 8.3 6.9

16.5

6.1 6.3
2.8 2.2 2.1 4.53.7 4.8 2.1 1.2 1.6 3.4

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

Victims of bullying

Never or almost never 1 A few times a year 2 A few times a month 3 Once a week or more 4



 

92 

Figure 4-3. Students` response to the lack of sense of belonging variable.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4-15. Central tendency of the lack of sense of belonging at school. 

Lack of 
sense of 
belonging 

Range  Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Variance 

Statistic Statistic Statistic 
Statistic 

Statistic 
Statistic Statistic 

        

3.00 1.00 4.00 3.0038 .00802 .59948 .359 
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Figure 4-4. Students` response to the teachers` unfair treatment variable 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4-16. Central tendency of the teachers` unfairness. 

Teacher 
Unfairness 

Range  Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Variance 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic 

        

3.00 1.00 4.00 1.6012 .00842 .62771 .394 
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Figure 4-5. Students` response to the lack of parental support variable. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4-17. Central tendency of the Lack of parental support. 

Parental 
support 

Range  Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation Variance 

Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic Statistic 

        

3.00 1.00 4.00 1.4993 .00782 .58573 .343 
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                                                                             R2 = .568, p < .01 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 4-6. CFA victims of bullying. 

 
 

 

                                                                               R2 = .218, p < .01 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4-7. CFA of lack of sense of belonging at school. 
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                                                            R2 = .882, p < .01 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4-8. CFA perceived teacher unfairness.  

 

 

 

                                                            R2 = .686, p < .01 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4-9. CFA lack of parental support. 
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Figure 4-10. The structural model.   
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION  

In this chapter, the researcher discusses interpretations of the study findings, 

limitations of the study, and implications for research and practice. The chapter starts 

with providing a brief summary of the study. Next, each study finding is reviewed and 

linked to evidence from prior research. Then, the researcher explores the strengths and 

limitations of the study. Finally, the researcher provides implications for research and 

practice.  

Summary of the Study 

The purpose of the study was to examine a model of bullying victimization and 

sense of school belonging using Bronfenbrenner`s ecological systems theory. Four 

constructs related to the microsystem were explored, including parental support, 

teacher unfairness, bullying victimization, and sense of belonging at school. Examining 

these constructs offers a comprehensive understanding of students’ experience with 

bullying as students have direct interaction with these microsystems. After an extensive 

literature review, the researcher conceptualized a model to offer empirical findings to 

better understand bullying. Five research questions and a corresponding hypothesis 

were developed to guide the current research. The research questions were: (1) What is 

the relationship between teachers’ unfair treatment and victims of bullying? (2) What is 

the relationship between parental support and victims of bullying? (3) What is the 

association between victims of bullying and sense of belonging at school? (4) To what 

extent does bullying mediate the association between teachers’ unfair treatment and 

sense of belonging at school? (5) To what extent does bullying mediate the association 

between parental support and sense of belonging at school? The corresponding null 
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hypothesis was used: (1) Teachers` unfair treatment is not associated with bullying. (2) 

Parental support is not associated with bullying. (3) Victims of bullying are not 

associated with the sense of bullying at school. (4) Bullying does not mediate teachers` 

unfair treatment`s prediction on the sense of belonging at school. (5) Bullying does not 

mediate parental support`s prediction on the sense of belonging at school. The 

researcher used a secondary data set, which can be generalized to 15-year-old high 

school students in the U.S. SEM was used as a methodology to test the theoretical 

model, which was carefully drawn after a comprehensive literature review. In the 

following section, the researcher summarizes and interprets the result of the study by 

examining each of the research hypothesis. The researcher concludes the chapter by 

discussing implications and limitations of the study.  

Research Hypothesis One: The Association of Teachers` Unfair Treatment and 
Victims of Bullying  

The first research hypothesis examines the relationship between teachers` unfair 

treatments and victims of bullying. A significant relationship was hypothesized between 

teachers treating students unfairly and students experiencing more bullying 

victimization. Results revealed a significant direct effect, which was the strongest effect 

in the study. Therefore, teachers` fair treatment of students strongly affects students’ 

bullying victimization.  

The current study explored students` report, which provided empirical evidence 

that students’ perceptions of teachers` attitudes played a critical role in their belonging 

to the school. When students feel that their teachers treat them unfairly, they 

experienced more bullying victimization. The fair treatment more specifically included 

fair grading and fair discipline. This result provided a consistent perspective with 
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previous research. For example, Kupchik and Farina (2016) found that fair school rules 

and punishment were the most reliable indicator that strongly associated with the lower 

probability of the victimization. Additionally, in the current study, students` report of 

teachers calling on them less often was associated with higher probabilities of the 

victimization. It is important to provide equal or fair opportunities for all students in 

school. Students should feel that they receive fair treatment, fair school rules, and fair 

teacher time.  

Another important finding related to teachers` fair treatment was students’ 

experience in front of others. Students valued how teachers treated them in front of 

others, which strongly affected students` relationship with bullying and sense of 

belonging at school. The result of the current study showed that when students` 

perceived teachers` ridiculed or insulted students in front of others those students 

experienced more bullying victimization. Also, as associated with these attitudes, 

students` sense of belonging at school decreased significantly.  

The broader literature about student-teacher relationships associates teacher 

unfairness with psychological problems, stress-related issues, psychiatric morbidity, 

headaches or dissatisfaction (e.g., De Volgi et al., 2017; Ginia, Marinoa, Pozzolia, & 

Holt 2017; Kouvonen et al., 2008; Lenzi et al., 2013; Torsheim & World, 2001). Only a 

few studies have focused on the relationship between teacher unfairness and bullying 

victimization. These few studies provide consistent and significant results that teachers’ 

unfairness predicts bullying (Santinello et al., 2011) or there is a positive relationship 

between teacher unfairness and bullying (Lenzi et al., 2014). In a recent study, Donat, 

Knigge, and Dalbert (2017) found that when students evaluated their teachers` behavior 
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as being just, they were less likely to bully others. Donat et al. replicated study in a 

different school year with different students and found similar results (Donat et al., 2017; 

Lenzi et al., 2014; Santinello et al., 2011). 

The result of the current study revealed that when students believe their teachers 

treat them unfairly, they have a higher risk of experiencing bullying victimization. 

Santinello et al. (2011) explained that teachers’ unfairness may encourage bullying 

because children may believe that they have the right to violate others to show their 

power, if their teachers model unfair treatment (Santinello et al., 2011). Thus, the results 

of the current study add to prior studies that indicate teacher unfairness can play a 

critical role in bullying.  

Research Hypothesis Two: The Association of Parental Support and Victims of 
Bullying 

The second research hypothesis examined the relationship between the type of 

parental support students report and their level of bullying victimization. A prior 

assumption was that students with strong parental support would experience less 

bullying victimization. The result of the current study provided empirical evidence to 

support this claim. A statistically significant direct effect was found between students’ 

lack of parental support and being a victim of bullying.  

In the current study, students reported their perspectives about the support that 

they received from their parents. The results of the study showed that parental support 

plays an important role in students` experience with bullying victimization. More 

specifically, students reported the extent of parental support, such as being interested in 

their school activity and supporting their educational effort. When students think that 

their parents are interested in school activities and support students` educational efforts, 
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they are less likely to experience bullying victimization. Students also reported whether 

or not parents supported them when they were having difficulties in schools. When 

students experience difficulties in school, they need parental support evidence (e.g., 

Stadler et al., 2010), which may decrease the experience of bullying victimization in 

school. Parental support was related to students` confidence. It is possible that when 

parents encourage students to be confident, they are less likely to be bullied. 

Confidence is a critical concept to prevent bullying victimization and students need their 

parents` encouragement as previous research findings echoed with this claim and 

provided evidence (e.g., Stadler et al., 2010). 

The findings of the current study are consistent with prior studies that associate a 

lack of parental support with students’ bullying victimization (Wang et al., 2009; Duggins 

et al., 2015; Barzilay et al., 2017). The current study only focused on outcomes related 

to bullying victimization. However, prior literature also provided evidence that parental 

support plays a critical role in not only reducing experiencing victimization, but also 

discourages children from bullying others (e.g., Wang et al., 2009). Therefore, parental 

support may also have a positive effect on children who are victimized as well as those 

who bully. Prior research ties lack of parental supervision and high conflict in families to 

bullying (Holt, Kantor, and Finkelhor (2008). The current study contributes to this 

literature and emphasizes that students with diminished parental support will experience 

more bullying victimization. 

Research Hypothesis Three: The Association between Victims of Bullying and 
Sense of Belonging 

The third research hypothesis examined the relationship between bullying 

victimization and having a sense of belonging at school. A prior assumption was that 
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students who experience victimization in school have lower sense of school belonging. 

Findings were in the expected direction. Students who experience bullying victimization 

tend to feel less belonging to school. Findings of the current study are similar to findings 

by Glew et al. (2005) who found that victims of bullying were more likely to report that 

they do not belong at school. Unlike the current study, Glew and colleagues used 

younger students from grades 3, 4, and 5. The current findings extend this finding to15-

year-old students and highlights the importance of students feeling a sense of school 

belonging across the different age and grade level of students. In a similar study, Skues 

et al. (2005) found that victims of bullying tended to report lower levels of 

connectedness to teachers, schools, and their peers.  

In a similar study, Goldbach, Sterzing, and Stuart (2018) found that high levels of 

school connectedness associates with a lower probability of involvement in bullying. 

Since Goldbach et al., conducted a cross-sectional study, the researchers concluded 

that low school connectedness may be a product of bullying. A related study provides 

further support for this finding. Kochenderfer and Ladd (1996) examined longitudinal 

data to explore whether bullying victimization is a precursor to school maladjustment, 

such as loneliness and school avoidance. The current study aligns with this previous 

literature, also finding that when students experience bullying victimization, they are less 

likely to feel a sense of belonging to the school. Having a sense of belonging to school 

is a concept that educators can focus on improving, as there may be a point of 

intervention between the sense of belonging at school and academic outcomes (Akos & 

Galassi, 1998). Finally, Eisenberg et al. (2003) found that students who experience peer 

harassment also have a lack of belonging to school, which is associated with poor 
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school performance and low grades. Similar to these prior studies, in the current study, 

victims of bullying reported less belonging to school which had an impact on students` 

bullying victimization. 

Research Hypothesis Four: Bullying Victimization as Mediator of Relationship 
between Teacher Unfairness and Lack of Sense of Belonging 

Research hypothesis four examined the mediation effect of bullying victimization 

on the relationship between teachers` unfairness and the sense of belonging. The 

assumption was students’ perceptions of teacher unfairness would be associated with 

victims of bullying, which relates to the low levels of sense of belonging at school as a 

direct effect. The first effect was a significant direct effect from teacher unfairness to the 

sense of belonging. A second effect was an indirect relationship between teacher 

unfairness and the sense of belonging at school through victims of bullying. Perceived 

teacher unfairness also affects the sense of belonging at school through victims of 

bullying. The direct effect between teacher unfairness and the sense of belonging was 

greater than the indirect effect. This explains that teacher unfairness alone is more 

effective when explaining sense of belonging. More importantly, with victims of bullying 

in the mediating role, it provides a more comprehensive understanding and explanation 

between these variables. The total effect between teacher unfairness and sense of 

belonging at school is the second strongest effect in the model (the strongest effect is 

between teacher unfairness and victims of bullying). This finding suggests that teacher 

unfairness not only strongly relates to being victims of bullying, but also relates to 

students’ lack of sense of belonging at school.  

These findings highlight the importance of perceived teachers` attitude and 

student-teacher relationship in bullying and sense of belonging in schools. The prior 
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literature provides evidences that student-teacher relationship associates with bullying 

(Bacchini et al., 2009; Di Stasio et al., 2016; Ertesvåg & Roland, 2015). The literature 

also showed that teachers` support was negatively associated with bullying victimization 

(Aldridge et al., 2017; Barboza et al., 2009; Bru et al., 2002; Wong et al., 2011). 

Receiving support from teachers and positive student-teacher relationship helps to 

reduce bullying. For example, Murray-Harvey and Slee (2007) explored supportive and 

stressful relationship with teachers, peers and family. The results of the current study 

showed that teachers’ lack of a supportive relationship is linked to bullying victimization, 

which highlights the importance of teachers` support in students experience in school.  

Research Hypothesis Five: Bullying Victimization as Mediator of Relationship 
between Lack of Parental Support and Lack of Sense of Belonging 

The purpose of research hypothesis five was to examine whether bullying 

victimization mediates the relationship of parental support and sense of belonging. Two 

effects were identified in the model. The first was a direct effect between lack of 

parental support and lack of sense of belonging, which did not provide a significant 

effect. A significant indirect effect was found from lack of parental support to sense of 

belonging at school through victims of bullying. Unique to this study, the indirect effect 

of parental support on sense of belonging at school through victims of bullying was 

greater than the direct effect of parental support on the sense of belonging at school. 

This finding indicates that parental support is more effective explaining the sense of 

belonging when being a victim of bullying is taken into account. However, even though 

the indirect effect was statistically significant (at the p < .05), the total effect between 

lack of parental support and the lack of belonging at school was relatively low. This 

finding may be explained by students’ development stages. Because the students in the 
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current study were 15-years-old, the influence of the family in school may be moderate 

compared to younger aged students. Literature still highlights the importance of family 

support especially in its relationship with bullying (Barzilay et al., 2017; Hébert, et al., 

2016; Jansen et al., 2011; Perren & Hornung, 2005; Yun & Kim, 2016). Researchers 

have suggested that family support should be considered when exploring bullying 

victimization (e.g., Murray-Harvey & Slee, 2007). There is prior research that explored 

the impact of bullying as a mediator between family and other mental health concerns. 

For example, in one study, Forster et al. (2013) found that family cohesion predicted 

bullying victimization and bullying victimization mediated between family cohesion and 

depression. Similarly, in the current study, bullying victimization played a mediating role 

between low parental support and lack of a sense of belonging at school.  

Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

A primary strength of the study was its focus on bullying victimization and school 

belonging from a more holistic view drawn from ecological system theory 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The researcher investigated constructs that define ecological 

contexts in which students have direct interactions, including belonging to the school 

community, parental support, bullying victimization from peers, and teachers’ 

unfairness. The researcher tested an ecological model, which was conceptualized after 

an extensive literature review. Therefore, results of the study inform teachers, 

educators, parents, policy makers, and educational communities as a whole about the 

complex nature of bullying and how to reduce bullying in schools.  

Another strength of the study was its strong generalizability. The researcher used 

an external data set in which the organization collected data from a total of 5,712 

students. Students were 15-year-olds and were enrolled in a total of 177 different 
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schools. The result of the present study provides information and implications that can 

possibly generalize to all of the 15-year-old students in the U.S. Additionally, PISA has 

been collecting similar data since 2000 and from over 72 countries, which demonstrates 

the credibility of the dataset.  

Another strength of the study was a focus on the students` perspective of 

bullying, parental support, and teachers` treatment. Some researchers` definition of 

bullying differs from the definition of students (e.g., Boulton, Bucci, & Hawker, 1999; 

Boulton, Trueman, & Flemington, 2002). Additionally, Frisén, Holmqvist, and Oscarsson 

(2008) pointed out that there has been a small amount of research to conduct students` 

perspectives. To affect change, it is critical to understand students` experience in 

schools and their perspectives on the ecology of bullying. Eventually, students are the 

main characters in our education systems, and they experience bullying personally. 

Therefore, changes made in how educators address bullying and counseling 

implications should address their social and emotional needs. It would not be practical 

to explore students’ needs without asking their opinion. In this regard, the current study 

provided a valuable perspective by exploring students` perspectives and better 

understand students` needs.  

Like all studies, this study has some limitations. Acknowledging these limitations 

provides a foundation from which to accurately interpret the result of the study and to 

help future researchers to improve methodologies or address these limitations. The 

critical limitation of the study was associated with the cross-sectional design. Therefore, 

causal relationships between the variables cannot be interpreted. The researcher 

intentionally used “association” “relationship” or “effect” throughout to study to avoid 
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casual interpretations and highlight the linear relationship between the variables. In 

future research, this limitation can be overcome by conducting studies using longitudinal 

datasets or experiential designs.  

A self-reported survey was used in the study, which introduces potential 

limitations including social desirability and personality types. Only students responded 

to the assessments to indicate their perspectives, which can be especially critical about 

parental support, teachers` unfair treatment, or bullying victimization. Teachers may 

have a different perspective about what fair treatment should look like in the school or 

parents may have a different idea than students on the level of support that they provide 

to their children. Lastly, students have varying personalities, which may result in 

different perceptions about bullying, parents’ support or teachers’ fair treatment. 

Students may be more sensitive or less sensitive about these factors, which would 

affect their self-report. However, self-reported surveys are commonly used in bullying 

literature (e.g., Barzilay et al., 2017; Claes et al., 2015; Hébert et al., 2016; Perren & 

Hornung, 2005; Yun & Kim, 2016). Along with self-reported surveys, additional ways to 

measure teachers’ unfair treatment, parental support, or bullying victimization can be 

used to overcome this limitation.  

The study used data from PISA which was conducted by OECD. Selection of the 

variables used in the current study to create a statistical or theoretical model was limited 

to the scope of variables available in the PISA dataset. Additionally, even though PISA 

has been conducting these assessments and collecting data on these variables every 

three years since 2000, the scales are limited to what OECD measured. For instance, 

future research could examine the relationship between school belonging, teachers’ 
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unfair treatment, or parental support and different types of bullying including physical 

bullying, verbal bullying, social bullying, and cyberbullying. However, these are bullying 

variables that PISA currently does not measure. Thus, this limitation prevents a 

statistical analysis for bullying types using the PISA dataset. Lastly, PISA did not 

measure cyberbullying though social media and the internet play an important role in 

students` life.  

Though PISA is an international dataset, this study used only the data of the U.S. 

populations. Implications or interpretations of the findings for students from countries 

other than the U.S. should carefully be approached. Possibly, the cultural aspects of the 

countries should be taken in to account when implementing strategies. 

Implications 

Findings of the study provided critical implications both for practice and research. 

Implications of the study for practice and research is discussed in the following two 

sections.  

Implications for Research 

Exploring victims of bullying from ecological system theory provided implications 

for research. Using an ecological perspective helps researchers identify relationships 

between different microsystems, including parents, teachers, peers, and school. Future 

research is needed to strengthen the approach that relies on the ecological system 

theory where all five systems including microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 

macrosystem and chronosystem involved to understand the relationship.  

Another implication for future research is that strong quantitative studies or 

qualitative studies are needed to reconfirm the association between teachers` 

unfairness and victim of bullying or teachers` unfairness and students’ sense of 
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belonging at school. Teacher fairness, unfairness or justice and bullying is understudied 

in the literature and creates a critical gap. Further quantitative studies can compare 

teachers` different fair treatments or styles to determine whether similar patterns are 

observed. Therefore, educators can be informed about the importance of fairness. 

Additionally, future research can focus on the psychometric properties of assessments 

of teachers’ fair treatment. Researchers will need ways to measure teachers’ fairness in 

addition to the students` perspectives. More evidence and knowledge about how to 

measure teachers’ fair treatment would advance knowledge of the construct and its 

implications. 

In this study, the researcher used a cross-sectional data set from an international 

assessment that provided retrospective information about students` experience. Even 

though the researcher used appropriate statistical procedures, such as the use of 

sampling weights, it is still a limitation to collect data about students` past experience 

through surveys. Additionally, this study only captured students` perspectives about 

parents’ support or teachers` unfair treatment. Therefore, future research studies can 

include improved instruments or other measurement tools (e.g., observation) to get 

multiple perspectives and a stronger representation of the construct. For instance, it 

would be interesting and informative to ask teachers how they feel about their treatment 

of students. Results and implications of the study would be different and provide a more 

comprehensive and wider scope of the construct.  

Implications for Practice  

The findings of this study provide critical implications for educators. At the 

broadest level, the findings highlight the importance of teacher fairness, parental 

support, and sense of belonging to bullying victimization. Therefore, the findings of the 
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study contribute to the growing literature related to the effort to reduce bullying in 

schools.  

The major contribution of the study was an identified relationship between 

teachers’ unfairness and victims of bullying, in which teachers` unfairness was strongly 

related to students who were victims of bullying. Consistent with the current findings, a 

number of previous studies (LaRusso et al., 2008; McNeely & Falci, 2004; Plenty et al., 

2014) emphasized the importance of teachers` fair treatment, including caring, talking 

and providing support. The findings of the current study contribute to this literature and 

underscore the need for teachers` fair treatment to reduce bullying. If teachers` unfair 

treatment is strongly associated with victims of bullying in the current study and others 

(Flaspohler et al., 2009; Kupchik & Farina; 2016; Lenzi et al., 2014; Rigby & Bagshaw, 

2003; Santinello et al., 2011), then the effort to reduce bullying in schools should not 

only focus on the students’ behavior, but should also include working with teachers. The 

strong relationship between teachers` unfair treatment and students who are victims of 

bullying should be taken into consideration in bullying prevention policy decisions and 

school counseling interventions.  

Teachers should be careful when providing equal and fair opportunities for all 

students. The result of the study showed when students believe teachers insult or 

ridicule them in front of others, they have a higher risk of bullying victimization and 

experience low levels of belonging at school. Teachers should always be aware of 

students` developmental stages. According to developmental theory, students tend to 

value peers` opinions when they are 15-years-old. According to Erikson’s psychosocial 

theory, children develop identity between ages 12 and 18, with this stage commonly 
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referred to as identity vs role confusion (Rosenthal, Gurney, & Moore, 1981). Thus, the 

role of peers in students` lives is critical during these years and teachers should be 

sensitive about these developmental changes. Insulting or teasing students in front of 

peers by their teacher would create critical and unhealthy consequences. Teachers` 

unfair treatment not only strongly relates to bullying victimization, but also strongly 

associates with students` sense of belonging at school. To improve students’ overall 

experience in the school, interventions should focus on teachers` fair treatment.  

Because parental support was associated with higher reports of bullying 

victimization, it may be interpreted that parents’ support plays a crucial role in students` 

experience in the school and relates to bullying victimization. The school’s effort of 

reducing bullying or violent behaviors should include parents. 

Students who experience bullying victimization in schools reported a lack of 

belonging. Sense of belonging at school where students feel encouraged, accepted, 

included and respected may lead to many positive outcomes such academic 

achievement, student success, academic motives, self-efficacy, and negative outcomes 

such as dropping-out. In order to improve students` sense of belonging at school, 

parental support, bullying victimization and teachers` fair treatment should be a focus of 

school counseling interventions.  

School counselors have unique training and skills which can be useful to work 

with teachers and parents to improve students’ overall experience in schools and 

reduce bullying in general. According to the ASCA national model (ASCA, 2012), school 

counselors can have a direct role in reducing bullying in schools and creating safe 

schools to enrich the learning environment. School counselors should create a strong 
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connection between students, teachers, and parents to help students. Advocating for 

fair treatment from teachers and encouraging parental support is going to offer a strong 

alliance to the students. School counselors can accomplish some of these goals by 

providing workshops to address the importance of fair treatment or information sessions 

and to inform parents and teachers about the effects of bullying. School counselors can 

offer practical interventions such as parent nights or group sessions to promote 

teachers` positive involvement. Thus, the connection between school counselors, 

parents and teachers can be strengthened through school counseling programs.  

The current research study highlights the importance of parent and teacher 

relationships when working against bullying. The study informs school counselors, 

teachers, and parents on how to create more effective anti-bullying programs. School 

counselors should realize their critical and central role in these relationships and 

advocate the strong connection. Counselor education programs can include anti-

bullying training in their curriculum. Thus, school counselors can develop their skills 

related to how to deal with bullying and how to work with other stake holders when 

addressing the bullying. 

Conclusion 

The current study investigated bullying victimization using ecological systems 

theory. Researchers explored how parental support and perceived teacher fairness 

associated with bullying victimization and how bullying victimization associates with the 

sense of belonging at school. A significant finding was that teachers' unfair treatment 

increases students` possibility to experience bullying victimization, which in turn, 

damages students` sense of belonging to the school. The study contributes to 

ecological theories of bullying and has school counseling implications. 
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