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ABSTRACT 

With students spending so much of their time in schools, and bullying negatively 

affecting many students in a multitude of ways, this study examined the relationship 

between teacher attunement during the fall term of the students sixth-grade year, to 

academic competence through the way students perceive the bullying ecology within 

their school, and how the students report their social-emotional well-being. This study 

used structural equation modeling in order to assess the relationship between these 

variables with a subsample of student and school data from twenty schools that 

participated in the Rural Early Adolescent Learning (REAL) project. The results 

demonstrated how high attunement to bullies led to higher levels of the student 

perception of the bullying ecology as protective, and also how higher levels of the 

perceived bullying ecology predicted higher levels of student social-emotional well-

being. Implications of these findings is discussed.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

As a nation, we are in a never-ending search to find what will make our K through 

12 students well-balanced and successful. With students spending approximately 175 to 

180 days at school within the academic year, it is important for them to feel as if they are 

in a welcoming place (U.S. Department of Education, 2008) where the environment is 

perceived as safe, where healthy social-emotional development is promoted, and where 

they are able to flourish academically. Students who attend schools where safety, 

emotional well-being, and social well-being are promoted are less likely to engage in 

behavioral problems, less likely to have mental health issues, and are more likely to 

demonstrate academic success (Phillips, 1997; Zins, Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004; 

Cornell, & Gregory, 2008). While there are many factors that influence student 

achievement, two significant ones, particularly for early adolescents, are (1) teachers and 

(2) peers, including bullying experiences with peers (Gest, Madill, Zadzora, Miller, & 

Rodkin, 2014; Newman, Lohman, & Newman, 2007; Goldweber, Waasdorp, & 

Bradshaw, 2013). The extent to which these factors contribute to students’ academic 

success is determined in part by how these relationships contribute to the students’ 

interactions with one another and the influence students exhibit over other’s social 

behavior (Farmer, Xie, Cairns, & Hutchins, 2007).
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Teachers act as role models within the classroom, and often set expectations 

regarding norms for student behavior and interaction (Hughes, Zhang, & Hill, 2006). 

Peers also guide what behavior will be accepted or rejected, and what social norms, roles 

and processes are established (Cairns & Cairns, 1994). Teachers and peers are critical to 

students’ overall classroom experience, and this experience can either aid or hinder 

students’ sense of safety, their social-emotional well-being, and their academic 

attainment (Hamre & Pianta, 2005; O'Connor, 2010). For example, teachers can structure 

peer cultures to be less supportive of bullying and more supportive of individual students 

(Farmer, Lines, & Hamm, 2011; Rodkin & Gest, 2011). In fact, when teachers display a 

high ability to manage not only the instructional portion of their classroom, but the 

behavioral climate as well, students are more likely to be engaged and to obtain academic 

competence (Bradshaw, Zmuda, Kellam, & Ialongo, 2009).  

The ability for teachers to impact their students’ peer experiences relies upon how 

aware they are of the social structures within the classroom (e.g., if bullying is affecting 

the social structure of the classroom; Guerin & Hennessy, 2002; Peskin, Tortolero, & 

Markham, 2006), and their attunement to the social roles of their students (e.g., who is a 

victim; Hamm et al., 2011). The extent to which teachers are attuned to their students 

ultimately determines their ability to act as an invisible hand within their classroom, 

assisting in the development of well-structured classrooms where students are supported 

in their social development (Farmer et al., 2011; Rodkin et al., 2011). For example, 

increased teacher attunement allows teachers to notice and respond to behavior within 

their classroom, and this in-turn may allow for the students to feel safe (Norwalk, Hamm, 

Farmer, & Barnes, 2016). High levels of teacher attunement also increase the sense of 
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belonging and school connectedness for victims of bullying (Norwalk et al., 2016). 

Norwalk and colleagues (2016) suggest that teachers with higher attunement to their 

students’ needs are better able to assist students who may need help but who are not 

directly asking for assistance with the bullying they are experiencing. However, there are 

no current studies which examine both attunement to bullies and to victims, and how this 

attunement influences other areas, such as how the students perceive the bullying ecology 

within their school or their academic achievement. The purpose of this study is to 

examine how attunement impacts students’ academic achievement via the influence on 

student’s perceptions of the bullying ecology, their social-emotional and behavioral well-

being.  

1.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Two main theoretical frameworks relevant to this study include Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory (1979) and Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (2000). 

The school context plays a crucial role in how a student develops as it is part of the 

student’s microsystem, the system closest to the child according to Bronfenbrenner’s 

Ecological systems theory (1979). It is this system in which a child/adolescent learns to 

trust others or not, and two specific factors within the school, teachers and peers, either 

help or hinder this process. There is a bidirectional relationship between the 

child/adolescent and all other elements within their microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

If the elements within the microsystem fail, such as the relationships they experience with 

others (e.g., caregivers and peers) are not supportive, they may react with a negative 

response such as through exhibiting bad behavior or demonstrating low motivation 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). As this relationship continues in its reciprocal manner with each 
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continuously affecting the other, it is apparent how schools serve as such an important 

context for social-emotional, behavioral, and academic adjustment (Eccles & Roeser, 

2011). For instance, when teachers have a positive relationship with a student, the student 

tends to have more positive relationships with other students (Hughes, Luo, Kwok, & 

Loyd, 2008; Hughes, et al., 2006). In contrast, when teachers demonstrate a stress-filled 

relationship with a student, the student may have lower levels of social-emotional 

adjustment and, may also be more likely to be involved in bullying behavior (Murray-

Harvey & Slee, 2010). Students who have a positive and supportive relationship with 

their teacher tend to have greater academic success as compared to their peers who do not 

have such a positive relationship (Rimm-Kaufman & Sandilos, 2017).  

Another relevant theory for understanding students’ adjustment at school is Deci 

and Ryan’s (2000) self-determination theory. Their theory focuses on three innate needs 

that exist and also need to be fulfilled in order for a person to achieve optimal growth: 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Of those three needs, the need for relatedness, 

particularly with peers for early adolescents, can tremendously influence adjustment 

across a number of domains (e.g., social-emotional well-being, behavior, and academic 

achievement). Relatedness is achieved through obtaining secure and satisfying 

connections with one’s peers (Deci et al., 1991). In fact, it has been demonstrated that 

peers act as a foundation for an adolescent’s validation, such as sense of self-worth, as 

well as sense of safety (Wentzel, 2005), and influence a student’s health, happiness, and 

academic competence (Bukowski, Buhrmester, & Underwood, 2011). These results may 

be due to students’ increased sense of belonging, which leads to greater school 

engagement (Wentzel & Asher, 1995) as well as the perceptions that peers expect 
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positive classroom behavior and positive academics outcomes (Hamm, et al. 2011). This 

is especially true in early adolescents as this is a developmental period where students 

have an increased desire to be accepted by peers and to have supportive relationships 

with peers (Eccles et al., 2011; LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010). Peer support has been 

shown to positively predict both behavioral and emotional school engagement, and the 

strength of this relation may increase during the middle school years (Li, Lynch, & 

Kalvin, 2011). In sum, both theoretical and empirical support highlight the significant 

influence of both teachers and peers over the lives of adolescents.  Therefore, these two 

aspects of students’ social context guided this proposed study, which utilized a 

developmental science perspective in order to view how specific parts of these 

relationships (e.g., attunement and bullying) relate to student outcomes (e.g., perception 

of the bullying ecology, social-emotional and behavioral outcomes, and academic 

success).  

1.2 DEVELOPMENTAL SCIENCE AS A LENS 

According to the developmental science perspective (Magnusson & Cairns,1996; 

Cairns, 2000), all domains of functioning are interrelated. Specifically, there is a 

bidirectional relationship between a person’s behavior, environmental factors, and their 

personal factors (e.g., cognitive, affective, and biological). Thus, students’ academic 

success cannot be considered in isolation; instead gaining an understanding of their social 

abilities, experiences and how they respond both emotionally and behaviorally must also 

be taken into consideration. If we are trying to make school a place where students are 

academically successful, we must also promote success in other domains.  This 

dissertation reflects this holistic view of development by assessing how the bullying 
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context relates to multiple domains of functioning including their social, emotional, and 

behavioral well-being as well as their academic success. 

1.3 GAPS IN THE CURRENT LITERATURE  

Prior research has demonstrated that teachers often do not show high levels of teacher 

attunement regarding bullying behavior (Ahn, Rodkin, & Gest, 2013; Demaray, Malecki, 

Secord, & Lyell, 2013). Specifically, teacher reports of bullying and victimization do not 

align well with student self-reports and peer reports of these same behavior (Ahn, et al., 

2013; Demaray, et al., 2013). However, a significant gap in the current literature involves 

teacher attunement to bullies and victims within their school, and how their attunement 

levels relate to students’ perception of the bullying ecology (e.g., whether their peers 

would encourage or protect against bullying behavior, and whether they themselves 

would intervene), their social-emotional and behavioral well-being, and their academic 

competence with all of these variables interacting with each other. Thus, this study 

extends prior research by examining the strength of the relationships that may exist 

between these four areas.  

1.3.1 Research Questions. The goal here is to examine whether or not teacher 

attunement can influence academic outcomes via effects on perceived bullying ecology 

and social-emotional well-being. 

Research question 1. Do higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are 

victims and bullies predict higher levels of student social-emotional well-being 

for all students? 

Research question 2. Does social-emotional well-being act as a mediator between 

teacher attunement and academic competence?  
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Research question 3. Do higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are 

bullies and victims predict higher levels of students perceived supportive peer 

ecology against bullying?  

Research question 4. Does perceived supportive peer ecology against bullying act 

as a mediator between teacher attunement and academic competence? 

Research question 5. Does perceived supportive peer ecology against bullying act 

as a mediator between teacher attunement and student social-emotional well-

being and in turn, academic competence? 

To address the research questions, this dissertation used a sub-sample from a 

national study of sixth grade students and their teachers within twenty schools. The 

measures included student self-reports, peer reports, and teacher reports on various 

elements in order to examine the relationship between the different perspectives. 

Specifically, this study examined the effects of teacher attunement during the fall 

semester of sixth-grade on students’ academic competence in the spring semester, 

through both perceptions of the bullying ecology as well as students’ social-emotional 

and behavioral well-being. Given that the study’s design included examining multiple 

complex relationships simultaneously, structural equation modeling (SEM) was 

determined as an appropriate analytic technique (Kline, 2016). These models not only 

examine direct effects, but also indirect effects and reciprocal causation (Jöreskog & 

Sörbom, 1993). SEM also allows the researcher to test these paths while accounting for 

multi-level analysis of nested data, such as students within schools (Kline, 2016, pp: 9-

12; Leth-Steensen & Gallitto, 2016; Heck, 2016). Thus, with the complexity of these 

relationships, and also the potential reciprocal nature, structural equation modeling was 
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determined as the most appropriate technique in order to understand more fully how these 

different areas may affect one another.  

1.4 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY  

Examining the relationship between teacher attunement to bullies and victims 

within their schools and the complex relationship attunement has with the three specified 

areas of perception of the bullying ecology, social-emotional well-being, and student 

academic competence is an important area for research. Understanding how teacher 

attunement can influence academic competence via students’ perceptions of the bullying 

ecology and their social-emotional well-being will expand the literature on teacher 

attunement. Specifically, seeing how teacher attunement influences student academic 

competence through both perceived bullying ecology as well as through social-emotional 

well-being will highlight the ways in which these areas interact and may clarify the 

mechanisms through which teachers’ attunement to peer social dynamics influences 

students’ academic competence. For example, low levels of teacher attunement may 

lower the likelihood in which students perceive their school environment as safe. 

Whether a student perceives their environment as safe may further the impact of teacher 

attunement on student academic competence. Low levels of teacher attunement may also 

negatively impact a student social-emotional well-being, such as students being more 

aggressive and having more internalizing problems. Whether a student is socially and 

emotionally healthy may further the impact of teacher attunement on student academic 

competence. If teachers are more attuned, they are more likely to be able to support their 

students in all of these areas together instead of separately.  Teachers who are more 

attuned may also assist these students who are involved in bullying behavior by altering 
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the social structures within their classrooms, and guiding students who may be on the 

fringe back into a supportive peer structure. If students do not receive these supports the 

bullying-related behavior may continue and the symptoms of the bullies, victims, and by-

standers may all worsen.  As prior research and theory suggests, each of these domains 

may be significantly related to students’ academic competence, and as our primary drive 

in education is to ensure this it is necessary for us to understand these dynamics. 

Results of this study can inform teacher training and professional development. 

Given the enormous role of teachers in students’ social and academic experiences, it is 

imperative for teachers to have an awareness of this role and understand how they can 

best assist their students by being more attuned. This knowledge about the importance of 

attunement to peer social dynamics can be taught during teacher preparation programs in 

order to assist teachers in developing this skill. It may also take the form of professional 

development trainings for those who are currently working in the field of education. 

Helping teachers understand the importance of teacher attunement to peer social 

dynamics and develop their attunement may yield more positive adjustment outcomes for 

students. For example, higher levels of teacher attunement may help students perceive a 

classroom context within their classrooms that is unsupportive of bullying, help them 

develop healthy social-emotional skills, and increase their academic competence.
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Successful adjustment at school is heavily influenced by the educational context 

(Midgley, Middleton, Gheen, & Kumar, 2002). For instance, in order for students to 

achieve, they need to feel as if they are being appropriately challenged and supported by 

their environment (Wigfield, & Eccles, 2000). This environment at school includes their 

peers, teachers, and the overall school climate. There is a reciprocal relationship among 

all of these elements and of all the factors within the education setting, teachers and peers 

who represent the microsystem and have daily interactions with students, have a central 

role in students’ adjustment at school (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Teachers impact student outcomes through their relationships with students, the 

standards and expectations they set, and the ways in which they guide their students’ peer 

experiences in the classroom (Gest et al., 2014; Rimm-Kauffman & Sandilos, 2017; 

Hamm et al., 2011; Farmer et al., 2011). For example, teacher-student relationships 

impact a student’s ability to connect with others within the classroom and may allow for 

higher levels of school bonding (Gest et al.,2014). This relationship invites the students 

into the learning process and aids in their desire to learn (Rimm-Kauffman et al., 2017). 

Students who have this supportive relationship often have greater academic success in 

comparison to their peers who lack this connection (Rimm-Kaufman, et al., 2017). 

Teachers also play a critical role within the classroom through the ways in which they set 

standard and expectations for their students. This goes beyond grades and academic
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 goals, and extends to students’ interactions with one another. For example, teachers can 

establish classrooms where the dynamics among classmates support academic 

engagement and productive behavior. Teachers act as an invisible hand which may guide 

students and provide them with opportunities for successful peer interactions (Farmer et 

al., 2011; Gest & Rodkin, 2011; Hamm et al., 2011).  

There are various factors which contribute to whether and how teachers build 

positive relationships with their students and orchestrate constructive social interactions 

between their students. One such factor is teacher attunement. Teacher attunement refers 

to knowledge and understanding of their students which is a form of teacher involvement 

(Hamm et al., 2011; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). More specifically, teacher attunement is 

often relating to the awareness a teacher has regarding the social dynamics between their 

students in the classroom (Dawes, et al., 2017; Hoffman et al., 2015). For example, 

studies have examined teacher attunement to aggressive youth (Dawes, et al., 2017) and 

also students who are victims of bullying (Norwalk et al., 2015). This attunement is 

important as teachers who are more attuned to their students who may need additional 

assistance, such as students who may be on the fringe of the peer network within their 

classroom, may be better able to facilitate positive peer interactions for that student, 

thereby increasingly the likelihood that the student may experience positive peer 

relationships (Cairns et al., 1994). In fact, it has been demonstrated that teachers who 

were more attuned to their students promoted a more positive school climate, and had 

students that reported enhanced sense of belonging (Hamm, Farmer, Dadisman, Gravelle, 

& Murray, 2011).  
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Within the past ten years, several large studies have examined teacher attunement 

and its impact on various student outcomes (Dawes et al., 2016; Dawes et al., 2017; 

Farmer et al., 2010; Farmer et el., 2011; Hamm et al., 2011; Hamm et al., 2015; 

Kindermann, 2011). These studies have illuminated the ways in which teacher 

attunement may impact a student such as having less bullying in the classroom, having 

students who are bullied feel safer and more supported, and helping to bring students who 

are on the social fringe back into healthy relationships with their peers (Hamm et al., 

2014; Kindermann, 2011). The results of one study which focused on students’ transition 

to middle school examined if professional development provided to teachers could assist 

them in increasing their attunement to peer social dynamics (Hamm, et al., 2011). The 

outcomes indicated that teachers who received professional development training in peer 

social dynamics and could be taught specific strategies to assist students in their social, 

academic, and behavioral adjustment, and that teachers who were more attuned promoted 

a more positive school climate where their students noted an enhanced sense of belonging 

(Hamm et al., 2011). With outcomes such as these, and with an ever-increasing focus on 

students social-emotional development within the classroom, it is beneficial to review 

studies which have focused on this area, and to have a comprehensive understanding of 

how critical teacher attunement actually is to students’ adjustment.  

However, before exploring the literature regarding teacher attunement, it is 

important to first consider the theoretical perspectives which explain how teachers can 

influence their students’ adjustment in general, and more specifically, on their peer 

relationships. Toward that end, this chapter consists of two major sections. In the first 

section the importance of teachers is discussed, including the theoretical basis, as well as 
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how teachers impact student’s adjustment at school. In the second section, the concept of 

peer social dynamics is defined and discussed in relation to its importance to our 

understanding of adolescents’ development. Further, theoretical perspectives and 

empirical findings on teachers’ role in peer social dynamics, specifically their attunement 

to these dynamics, are discussed.    

2.1 IMPORTANCE OF TEACHERS  

 2.1.1 Theoretical Support. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological systems theory (1979) 

focuses on the influence a child’s context may have on their development. This theory 

describes different nested systems and the potential influences within each system. In the 

microsystem (the system closest to the child) is the child’s family and school. It is in this 

system that an individual learns to develop (or not) trust in others. There is a bidirectional 

relationship where the child interacts with their environment. If the structures in the 

microsystem break down the child will not be able to explore the other structures in the 

environment and may not develop to their full potential. This theory demonstrates how 

children react in negative ways (bad behavior, low motivation) when parts of their 

microsystem are failing them. For instance, when the family or school environment is not 

supporting the child some of the negative reaction have included increased aggression, 

depressed affect, and even school drop-out (Bukowski, et al., 2011).   

 The importance of the teachers in the school is highlighted in Bronfenbrenner’s 

theory, and is even further emphasized in Drs. Cairns’ metaphor (1994) of the invisible 

hand of teacher (see Farmer et al. 2011 for discussion). This concept explicitly describes 

the role of the teacher within the classroom, and the influence teachers have on their 

student’s development. The reference to the invisible hand lays its foundation as one in 
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which the teacher is the leader of the classroom and of the social system that lies within it 

(Farmer, 2000).  Effective teaching practices appear to include organizing the structure of 

student interaction in order to promote engagement in learning (Baker et al., 2008; 

Wentzel, 2002). However, these teaching practices extend beyond engagement and 

include managing the ways in which students interact, assisting students who are 

experiencing social difficulties, and promoting positive views of peers (Baker, Clark, 

Crowl, & Carlson, 2009; Cairns et al., 1994; Farmer, Stuart, Lorch, & Fields, 1993; 

Wentzel, 2003). This theory highlights the ways in which teachers can use routine 

management strategies in order to support healthy social, behavioral, and academic 

engagement (Farmer & Xie, 2007). The use of this invisible hand is a critical element in 

students’ social and emotional well-being as it aids in establishing healthy peer 

relationships and promoting positive social development.  

2.2 HOW TEACHERS IMPACT STUDENTS’ ADJUSTMENT AT SCHOOL  

Developing an environment of mutual respect includes many moving parts as 

schools have their own culture which includes “unwritten rules, traditions, norms, and 

expectations” (Deal & Peterson, 1990, p.3) which are often stable and act as the 

motivating factor which contribute to student’s beliefs and behavior over time (Deal et 

al., 1990). While some prefer the term culture (Deal & Peterson, 2009), it is also 

recognized that school ethos and school climate are often used to describe the same 

organizational functions of a school. The National School Climate Council (2012) 

extends the definition of school climate beyond the character and structure of a school to 

include specific criteria that must be met in order for a school climate to be considered 

positive. Some of the measures include an environment that promotes social, emotional, 
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and physical safety in an engaging and respectful atmosphere. This again is a reciprocal 

relationship between the students and their peers and the students and their teachers. For 

instance, Lee and Song (2012) found that a positive school climate is significantly 

associated with less bullying behavior. Goldweber, Waasdorp, and Bradshaw (2013) 

found that students who are involved in bullying behavior perceive the school to be less 

safe and adults as less willing to intervene. Another study found that school climate 

explained 66% of the variance in youth risk behavior such as displays of physical 

aggression and getting into fights (Klien, Cornell, & Konold, 2012).  

To extend this even further, there is empirical support for how teachers also 

manage the relationships students have with one another, and how peer social dynamics 

are influenced through teacher’s classroom management strategies (Farmer, et al., 2011; 

Gest, & Rodkin, 2011). To better understand how teachers can manage these dynamics, I 

first review theoretical perspectives explaining the importance of peers and peer social 

dynamics in student’s ability to succeed academically, behaviorally, and socially. 

Therefore, the following sections review the theoretical and empirical support for the 

importance of peers. 

2.3 IMPORTANCE OF PEERS  

2.3.1 Theoretical Support. In order to better understand how peers, impact the 

development of children and adolescents during their k-12 years, it is important to 

consider the theoretical perspectives on the importance of peers. Sullivan’s (1953) theory 

is widely used to help guide our understanding of how interpersonal needs, particularly 

with peers, shift as youth develop. Relevant to this proposed dissertation is understanding 

the interpersonal needs of adolescence. Specifically, during these years Sullivan 
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discussed the ways in which children are learning how to trust and love others and how 

interactions with peers can either support or hinder this process. For instance, Sullivan 

(1953) states that if a child experiences self-doubt, uncertainty, and ridicule from others 

during this time period that these interactions can lead to an increase in anxiety and a loss 

of self-esteem. Similarly, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1962) theory describes how 

different basic levels of need must be met in order for an individual to develop fully and 

reach their potential. This theory focuses on belonging as one of the core needs to be met 

after food and shelter have been secured.  Support for this theory has been found with 

student’s believing they will succeed academically (Goodenow, 1993), experiencing 

increased motivation, and putting forth more effort academically when they have felt 

supported and as if they belonged within their classroom (Goodenow & Grady, 1993).  

Self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) also aligns with these theories in 

that it describes three innate needs: competence, autonomy, and psychological 

relatedness. This theory posits that students cannot experience optimal growth without 

these three needs being met. One of the key outcomes is the degree to which a student is 

motivated and this is influenced by whether or not a student experiences relatedness.  

Relatedness is defined as the presence of “secure and satisfying connections with others 

in one’s social milieu” (Deci et al., 1991, p. 327). If a student feels related to others and 

has a sense of belonging, they are more likely to be motivated within that environment 

and to be more autonomous as they have a greater sense of security. It is within these 

three theories that the impact of peers may be seen through the innate need of supportive 

reciprocal relationships.  
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2.3.2 Empirical Support. As emphasized in both Maslow’s theory (1943) as well 

as in Deci and Ryan’s theory (2000), having a sense of belonging is critical to how a 

child/adolescent develops. Building this sense of belonging is directly related to the 

support they experience from those around them and the reciprocal interactions that exist 

between them, such as with their peers and teachers (Sullivan, 1953; Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). Children/adolescents need to have close relationships with others in order to learn 

how to interact, trust, and love (Sullivan, 1953). Gest and Rodkin (2011) have noted that 

within the classroom students interact, influence, and socialize with one another, and that 

this microsystem is where much of a student’s development occurs (Bronfenbrenner, 

1996). It is within this system that social regularities are defined (Seidman, 1988) that 

assist in organizing and stabilizing student interpersonal behavior. Developing these 

relationships is also associated with the social reputation the child will take on (Cauce, 

1986), the self-esteem they will have (McGuire & Weisz, 1982), and how well they can 

psychologically adjust to their environment (Buhrmester, 1990). For example, students 

who have a positive sense of belonging often experience less internalizing (i.e. anxiety 

and depression) and externalizing (e.g. acting out) problems (Newman et al., 2007). Peers 

can be a source of validation and safety at school (Wentzel, 2005) as they often assist in 

navigating through social problems that may arise (Altermatt, 2007). This social support 

is also needed in order for students to be intrinsically motivated and academically 

engaged (Skinner, Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermann, 2008; Wentzel et al., 1995).  

In fact, peers influence academic engagement even when teacher and parental 

influences are controlled for (Kindermann, 2007). For example, it has been shown that 

negative interactions with peers is related to increased academic difficulties (Juvonen, 
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Graham, & Schuster, 2003; Sourander, Helstela, Helenius, & Piha, 2000). However, the 

existence of positive peer relationships can greatly impact a student’s academic outcomes 

as even the perception of having supportive peer relationships is associated with higher 

academic competence and the display of prosocial behavior (Wentzel, 2005). When 

students have a high-level academic reputation with their peers it is predictive of the 

student’s self-concept, effort, and GPA (Gest et al., 2008). This may be due not only to 

what peers think of their academic abilities but also of the level of emotional support 

received by peers, such as found by Wentzel, Muenks, McNeish, and Russle (2017), as 

this increases a student’s self-efficacy.  

Students need support from their peers in order to have a sense of belonging and 

community and to be able to navigate the various social situations that may arise at 

school, such as instances of bullying. There is significant evidence which has revealed 

the impact that peer social interactions within the school has on children’s emotional and 

social well-being (Cairns et al., 1988; Farmer, 2000; Farmer et al., 2007). These 

experiences may either facilitate positive outcomes such as increased overall happiness, 

health, and academic competence, or may lead to negative outcomes such as increased 

aggression, depressed affect, and school dropout (Bukowski, et al., 2011). There are also 

certain periods in a student’s school experience across Kindergarten through twelfth-

grade where peers may be particularly influential, such as the early adolescent 

development period. It is during this period that attention to the importance of peers often 

falls short as teaching methods and school schedules begin to shift in varying directions.  

 2.3.3 Importance of Early Adolescent Developmental Period. The transitional 

period from elementary to middle school is an important area to study for a multitude of 
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reasons, such as the interpersonal changes (e.g., relationships) and intrapersonal (e.g., 

changes the school environment) that occur during this time. For example, the transition 

to middle school increases the need for peer support as students have to form new 

friendships with new peers and there is increased intimacy and reliance on the 

companionship of friends (Brown, Bakken, Ameringer, & Mahon 2008). The reasoning 

for this shift in need is due to the physical, emotional, and cognitive changes that occur 

during the early adolescent developmental period, and how the environment may not best 

support these shifting needs (Eccles & Wigfield, 1997; Jackson & Davis, 2000; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2008). For example, recommendations from a longitudinal 

study have called for an increased focus on the academic core which includes more 

opportunities for critical thinking, an emphasis on school belonging through the 

development of a caring and supportive environment, and for additional support in 

mental health efforts (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989). Adolescents 

at this point need these additional supports as they are developing their critical thinking 

skills, their sense of autonomy, sense of self, and they are often in a strained relationship 

with their families (Eccles et al, 1993; Erikson, 1959, Jackson et al., 2000; Smetana, 

2000). They become more sensitive to, and begin to rely more heavily on, their 

relationships with peers (Mehta & Strough, 2009; Rubin et al., 2006). Peer groups also 

start to include those of the opposite sex more (Mehta et al., 2009), and concern with 

popularity begins to increase during the transition to middle school (Dawes & Xie, 2016; 

Lafontana et al., 2010). These shifting dynamics can lead to increased use of social 

manipulation and acts of aggression (Juvonen et al., 2004). Adolescents often suffer a 

loss of motivation, connection to their school environment, and academic performance 
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during this time (Eccles & Midgley, 1989). Some students face obstacles which may 

make developing the much-needed sense of belonging even more challenging. For 

example, rejected and withdrawn youth often have difficulty finding supportive 

friendships and thus have less opportunity to develop and refine their social skills 

(Bagwell, Coie, Terry, & Lochman, 2000; Goldbaum, Craig, Pepler, & Connolly, 2003). 

Continued peer rejection can lead to less classroom participation, and the student 

ultimately suffering both socially and academically, but these negative effects can be 

reversed when the peer rejection is stopped (Ladd, Herald-Brown, & Reiser, 2008; 

Juvonen, Wang, & Espinoza, 2011). Thus, peer interactions and relationships, which are 

part of the overall peer social dynamics, play a key role in adjustment and development 

during this time.   

2.4 PEER SOCIAL DYNAMICS  

Peer social dynamics is a term that encompasses the way peers interact with one 

another through building relationships, establishing norms, and influencing one another 

(Kindermann, 1993; Ryan, 2001). Under the umbrella of peer social dynamics include 

topics such as the formation of peer groups, the importance of social roles and reputations 

(e.g., popular), and what resources are gained and sought after. Understanding how peer 

groups are formed and maintained is critical for teachers as they can use this knowledge 

to help promote positive behavior and interactions within their classrooms 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1970; Farmer et al., 2011). A key term that is useful for understanding 

how youth form relationships, groups, and develop roles and reputation is social 

synchrony (Cairns, 1979). Social synchrony is the process by which social behavior is 

elicited, established, supported, and adjusted whereby the behavior of one individual 
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support the actions of another during an interaction (Cairns, 1979). There are three types 

of social synchrony: (a) imitation where students model their behavior after another’s; (b) 

reciprocity where students respond to each other’s behavior in a reciprocal relationship; 

and (c) complementarity where students act different from one another, but in ways 

which compliment or support the other (e.g., leader and follower(s); Cairns, 1979). 

Within the classroom, students’ behavior becomes synchronized, leading to the formation 

of unique social structures and dynamics between peers (Cairns, Leung, Buchanan, & 

Cairns, 1995), which influence the maintenance of behavior over time (Cairns et al., 

1994). Thus, examining peer social dynamics is a key component of understanding the 

extent in which peers influence development and social adjustment.  

2.4.1 Social Roles and Reputations. As youth interact, they sort themselves into 

various roles (e.g., leader, follower) and develop associated reputations (e.g., popular, 

rejected; Farmer et al., 2011) These reputations can dictate how others interact with and 

respond to an adolescent, so knowing a student’s reputation can provide key insight into 

how they might adjust at school (Sandstrom & Cillessen, 2003). Roles may include bully, 

victim, aggressive, affiliative. Reputations may include popular, rejected, withdrawn, and 

students who fall into neither of those categories and are near the average rating for the 

class (Farmer, et al., 2011). Relevant to this study, I focused on teacher attunement to 

student roles of bully and victim, and also examine student social-emotional states such 

as affiliative and aggressive. These roles and reputations are important components of a 

student’s experience and outcomes at school as they influence their social status, 

behavior towards peers, and peer behavior towards them (e.g., whether they are 

victimized or not; Rodkin & Ryan, 2012; Sandstrom, et al., 2003). 
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2.4.1.1 Social Status. A driving concern for youth at this age is who is popular 

and how they can become popular (Adler & Adler, 1998). How youth obtain status is not 

always through the same approaches, and students who are reported as popular are not 

necessarily similar even in the form of their popularity (Cillessen & Rose, 2005). For 

instance, there are two common indicators of social status: there are youth who are 

sociometrically popular (i.e., peer preference; see Cillessen & Marks, 2011), and youth 

who are perceived to be popular (Adler et al., 1998). Peer preference is the extent to 

which youth are liked by peers (Cillessen et al., 2005; Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998) and 

is assessed through a peer-nomination technique in which students are asked to list by 

name their peers within their grade who they like most (peer acceptance) and like least 

(peer rejection). These nominations are counted and adjusted for grade size so that the 

results may be compared, and the individuals score for being least liked is subtracted 

from their score of being most liked (Coie, Dodge, & Coppotelli, 1982). The social 

preference for each student is represented by this score which is on a continuous scale 

and those with the highest scores are considered sociometrically popular. Similarly, the 

method for obtaining a score which indicates popularity is gathered through asking 

students who is popular. This distinction between peer preference and popularity is 

critical as students who are well-liked are not necessarily perceived popular and visa-

versa (Cillessen et al., 2005; Parkhurst et al., 1998).  

Those who are preferred by their peers often score very low on aggressive 

behavior (Rubin et al., 1998). They are also typically more prosocial and academically 

inclined (Cillessen et al., 2005; Cillessen et al., 2011). The students who are voted as 

popular are often seen as popular but may not be necessarily well liked. These 
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adolescents have a combination of prosocial and aggressive behavior (Cillessen et al., 

2005; Parkhurst et al., 1998). They tend to experience the benefits of being well-liked 

(Hawley, 2003) without the negative outcomes their non-popular aggressive peers have 

(Rodkin et al 2000). The popular students often have more dominance and are seen as 

more aggressive and self-important than their sociometrically popular peers (Parkhurst et 

al., 1998). Other characteristics associated with popular students include being athletic, 

cooperative, and displaying leadership qualities (Farmer & Rodkin, 1996). While some 

have noted that not much overlap exists between these groups (Parkhurst et al., 1998), it 

has been suggested that much overlap may exist between these groups and that it diverges 

at a certain point. Xie, Li, Boucher, Hutchins, and Cairns (2006) found that the 

divergence between these two groups begins to take place between second and fourth 

grade. Those who are popular tend to remain so over time and even across school 

transitions (Cillessen & Mayeux, 2004). However, those who are well liked may or may 

not continue to be so as this type of popularity depends on the group of students voting 

and whether or not the group remains the same (Cillessen & Borch, 2006).  

2.4.1.2 Behavior. Another aspect of peer social dynamics is the adolescent’s 

behavior, such as whether they are known as using aggressive behavior or being 

disruptive and displaying low levels of self-regulation. Youth may engage in a 

combination of behavior strategies (that are related to their status as mentioned above) 

including the use of aggressive and prosocial behavior. These various combinations of 

behavioral traits may label a student as either a prosocial controller or a bi-strategic 

controller (Hawley, 2014; Roseth et al., 2011). The prosocial adolescents are typically 

friendly, morally astute, and well-liked by peers, thus enabling their ability to control 
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certain aspects of their environment. The bistrategic controllers are prosocial, socially 

competent, and they control their aggression in order to get what they want. The rejected 

group may be seen as mostly comprised of coercive controllers which are impulsive, 

unskilled, and not liked by peers. The withdrawn or neglected adolescents are seen as 

non-controllers, as they are not in control of influencing their environment.  

2.4.1.3 Peer Victimization. A key part of students’ social lives is whether they are 

being victimized by peers (Rigby, 2000). Many students face challenges, such as being 

on the fringe of the social group, being an outcast, and even being a target of bullying. 

Each of these situations presents unique challenges the student must navigate, and the 

outcomes can potentially be severe if the student does not receive assistance or guidance 

through these socially difficult situations. For instance, children and adolescents who 

experience bullying or victimization often face behavioral and emotional health 

challenges including, externalizing and internalizing symptoms such as depression, 

anxiety, and aggression (Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Rigby, 2003; Swearer, Espelage, 

Vaillancourt, & Hymel, 2010). Specifically, the negative side effects differ depending 

upon which bullying-related category the student is involved with. Students who are 

victimized often experience anxiety, depression, loneliness and poor school adjustment 

(Hawker et al., 2000; Rigby, 2003; Fried & Fried, 1996). Students who are bullies often 

suffer academically, experience substance abuse issues, and have higher reports than 

others of violent acts (Center for Disease Control, 2015). Students who participate both 

as a victim and as a bully may experience issues such as at an increased risk for dropping 

out of school, suffering from depression, and committing suicide (Espelage & Holt, 2010, 

Arseneault et al., 2010; Wolke, Copeland, Angold, & Costello, 2013). 
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As shown through various studies, students who participate in bullying behavior 

experience a multitude of negative side effects, and this is a significant concern as 

bullying is an epidemic within the United States (Schoen & Schoen, 2010). Current 

research estimates that bullying-related behavior affects significantly more students than 

teachers are aware of. In fact, in a recent large-scale study more than 20 percent of 

students self-reported as being bullied (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2016). 

Although the rates of bullying vary across studies, when a mean prevalence rate is 

examined, 35 percent of students have been found to be involved in some form of 

traditional bullying-related behavior (either as a bully or as a victim; Modecki, Minchin, 

Harbaugh, Guerra, & Runions, 2014). Rates of bullying are especially high during the 

transitional period from elementary school to middle school (Espelage, Hong, & 

Thornberg, 2015; Pellegrini, 2004) as students become increasingly focused on 

popularity and gaining social resources (LaFontana et al., 2010). 

Whether or not youth become involved with peer victimization is associated with 

other aspects of peer social dynamics. Their social standing and associated social 

behavior can increase their risk for involvement in bullying. For instance, students who 

are not interested in, or willing to compete for, social resources (e.g., social influence, 

social credentials) may become ignored or rejected by their peers (Hawley, 2014). Peer-

rejected youth often display characteristics of being aggressive, shy, or withdrawn, and 

are at greater risk for becoming victims of bullying behavior as such (Rubin, Bukowski, 

& Parker, 2006). However, some differences may be demonstrated between these groups 

of as aggressive students typically are able to establish friendships with other aggressive 

peers. The withdrawn-rejected students tend to experience more difficulty in developing 
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supportive friendships and also receive less opportunities to develop their social skills 

(Bagwell, et al., 2000; Goldbaum, et al., 2003). Of the friends they do make, these friends 

tend to be less well-adjusted socially (Scholte et al, 2008), again limiting the 

opportunities to gain more positive social skills. These rejected and withdrawn 

adolescents who are bullied have a low social status within their peer network (Bagwell 

& Schmidt, 2011 & Scholte et al 2008).   

The students who perpetuate the bullying may actually be well-liked and popular. 

For example, studies have shown both overt (e.g., physical aggression) and covert (e.g., 

relational aggression) forms of aggression as associated with well-liked, popular students 

(LaFontana et al., 2002; Rose et al., 2004). These students typically utilize a mixture of 

both aggressive and prosocial behavior in order to manipulate their peers (Hawley, 2003). 

However, the students who display more relational aggression as compared to overt 

aggression appear to have more popularity as compared to the reverse (Cillessen et al., 

2004; Rose et al., 2004). Typically, children/adolescents who bully others have social 

capital (Pellegrini, 2002), and bullies are often viewed as popular but not well liked 

(Rodkin & Berger, 2008; de Bruyn, Cillessen, & Wissink, 2010).  

All of these features of peer social dynamics, roles, behavior, victimization, work 

together to either constrain or promote student’s positive development. For example, 

negative interactions (experiencing aggression and bullying) can lead to incredibly 

detrimental outcomes for these students (Hawker et al., 2000; Rigby, 2003; Swearer, et 

al., 2010) and jeopardize their success at school, including their academic competence 

(Juvonen, et al., 2011; Lacey & Cornell, 2013). In the following section, I discuss the 
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process by which peer social dynamics can influence development, outcomes, and 

success across multiple domains.   

2.5 FACTORS INFLUENCED BY PEER SOCIAL DYNAMICS  

These various domains of adolescent development and functioning are inter-

related according to the developmental science perspective (Magnusson et al.,1996; 

Cairns, 2000). For instance, the environment in which the student is in (e.g., whether 

bullying is noticed, supported, or intervened) has a bidirectional relationship between that 

students’ personal factors (e.g., internalizing and externalizing emotions and behavior, 

and motivation). Thus, these cannot be considered in isolation from one another; instead 

examining adolescents’ social abilities, peer interactions and how they respond both 

emotionally and behaviorally must also be taken into consideration in order to understand 

the potential impact on academic success. The following sections display a holistic view 

of development through the review of various aspects that contribute to a student’s 

perception of the bullying ecology, their social-emotional and behavioral well-being, and 

also their academic achievement. 

2.5.1 Perceptions of the Bullying Ecology. Positive interactions with peers can 

provide a sense of validation as well as safety at school (Wentzel, 2005), and these 

interactions can be key for developing a sense of the environment as safe (Cowie, 2011). 

Aligning with Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1991, 2001), students’ perceptions of 

the environment play a critical role in their future thoughts and behavior. Specifically, 

perceptions of the bullying context in the classroom (including experiences of bullying 

and victimization) plays an important role in establishing a sense of whether the 

environment is safe and supportive, such as whether or not peers will defend a victimized 
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student or support the bully. There are also a variety of potential emotional issues 

students may face when dealing with bullying behavior (Blake, Lund, Zhou, Kwok, & 

Benz, 2012), and these in turn shape the student’s general perceptions of their ability/lack 

of ability to connect to their school (Orpinas, & Horne, 2006). Students know what the 

social norms are and for students who are victims and feel that bullying is a socially 

accepted behavior, they may have less motivation to go to school (Juvonen, Wang, 

Espinoza, 2011). In fact, in classrooms where reinforcing the bully’s behavior is a norm 

and standing up for the victim is not, bullying incidents are higher as it is seen as a social 

reward (Salmivalli, Voeten, & Poskiparta, 2011). It is difficult for a student to feel as if 

they are connected to their school when they are involved in bullying behavior, and even 

more so when they feel that other students support it. However, schools that provide a 

safe and welcoming place for their students, and also maintain less hierarchical 

classrooms, often have less bullying occurring and students with better attendance, study 

habits, cooperative learning, and academic success (such as higher grades and test scores; 

Garandeau, Lee, & Salmivalli, 2014; Phillips, 1997; Zins, et al., 2004; Cornell et al., 

2008). Thus, in providing an environment that does not support bullying behaviors, it 

may be expected that students would not perceive that as a social norm, and also may 

reap the benefits experienced when they feel safe and connected to their environment.  

2.5.2 Social-emotional Well-being. The ways in which adolescents interact with 

one another, form friendships, and form groups all affect the way they perceive 

themselves within their environment and how socially competent they feel within that 

environment (Rubin, et al., 2006). Developing close peer relationships is also related to 

self-esteem (McGuire & Weisz, 1982), and psychological adjustment (Buhrmester, 
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1990). These social interactions also psychological adjustment (Buhrmester, 1990). The 

diathesis stress model (Spielman, Caruso, & Glovinsky, 1987) aligns well with Bandura’s 

social cognitive theory (1991) in that it takes into account both the personal factors of an 

individual (such as their biological traits) as well their environmental (such as 

experiences and stressors) in order to demonstrate how an individual’s reaction to the 

world and their surroundings may vary depending upon these various factors and how 

they interact with one another. Specifically, children and adolescents with predisposing 

factors (e.g., physical or psychological differences), when confronted with precipitating 

factors (e.g., stressors such as bullying), may have a higher likelihood of developing 

further problems in response to these triggers (Fung, Lunsky, & Weiss, 2015; Sideridis, 

2006). These maladaptive responses are then then maintained through other continuous 

factors such as behavioral (e.g., social withdrawal), cognitive (e.g., worrying), and 

environmental (e.g., lack of positive social exchanges; Martin, 1994;). The findings 

regarding outcomes for students who experience bullying support this theory as it has 

been shown that those who experience bullying or victimization often face behavioral and 

emotional health challenges including, externalizing and internalizing symptoms such as 

depression, anxiety, and aggression (Hawker et al., 2000; Rigby, 2003; Swearer, et al., 

2010). Specifically, the negative side effects differ depending upon which bullying-

related category the student is involved with. Students who are victimized often 

experience anxiety, depression, loneliness, poor health, and poor school adjustment 

(Hawker et al., 2000; Rigby, 2003; Fekkes, Pijpers, Fredriks, Vogels, & Verloove-

Vanhorick, 2006; Fried et al., 1996). The more repeated and severe the bullying the more 

severe the long-term effects are for the victim (Van der Plog, Steglich, Salmivalli, & 
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Veenstra, 2015). It has even been shown that students who are victims of bullying have 

higher reports of suicidal ideation (Holt et al., 2015). Students who are bullies often 

experience later substance abuse issues, have higher reports than others of violent acts 

and criminal behavior, and may also suffer from psychotic symptoms (Center for Disease 

Control, 2015; Ttofi, Farrington, Lösel, & Loeber, 2011). Students who participate both 

as a victim and as a bully may experience issues such as suffering from depression and 

committing suicide (Espelage et al., 2010, Arseneault et al., 2010; Wolke, et al., 2013). 

2.5.3 Academic Competence. Peer social support impacts the extent to which 

students are intrinsically motivated and academically engaged (Skinner, et al., 2008). 

This holds true even when controlling for both teacher and parent influences 

(Kindermann, 2007). Both the diathesis stress model (Spielman et al., 1987) as well as 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory (1991) also explain why students who are involved in 

bullying may suffer academically as well as both theories emphasize the importance of 

social and environmental experiences in a child and adolescents’ responses to their 

environment. For example, based on these two theories it may be hypothesized that when 

students are involved in bullying, they may experience heightened stress, they then may 

react by withdrawing from their environment, and this then limits their exposure to 

positive interactions and opportunities to experience success. Current research supports 

this as it has been demonstrated that students who are involved in bullying have exhibited 

lower academic competence, and social difficulties (Beran, Hughes, & Lupart, 2008; 

Glew, Fan, Katon, Rivara, & Kernic, 2005). Specifically, adolescents who are bullied 

miss more time in school and show less academic competence as compared to students 

who are not bullied (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2009). One longitudinal study which 
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followed children from kindergarten through high school found several different 

trajectories for students who are bullied (Ladd, Ettekal, & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2017). 

Those that suffered chronic or moderate levels of bullying during their k-12 years had a 

greater dislike of school, felt less confident in their academic abilities, and had lower 

academic competence. The students who experienced a decrease in the bullying they 

experienced were able to recover to some extent and showed fewer academic long-term 

effects. Students who are bully-victims may also be at an increased chance for dropping 

out of school (Townsend, Flisher, Chikobvu, Lombard, & King, 2008), as they often 

experience at least some of the same internalizing issues as students who are strictly 

victims (Espelage et al., 2010; Arseneault et al., 2010; Wolke, et al., 2013) and may also 

perceive the school environment as less safe. 

These key areas of perceptions of the bullying ecology, social-emotional well-

being, and academic competence may act as correlated constraints if the interactions 

continue in a negative direction, as the various elements appear to promote constancy in 

each other and stability in an adolescent’s behavioral expression (Magnussun & Cairns, 

1996). For example, researchers have supported the idea that student’s academic 

performance may suffer if they do not feel safe to attend school or feel confident in their 

ability to ask questions and seek help when needed (Juvonen & Nishina, 2005). It has 

also been noted that students who are victims of bullying suffer increased loneliness and 

depression and in turn feel even more susceptible to bullying (Juvonen et al., 2005). So, 

the students who are bullied feel an increased sense of loneliness and feel as if the 

bullying will increase, they lose motivation to attend school, and also lose their ability to 

feel confident in their academic potential.  
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While it has been demonstrated that correlated constraints can lead to detrimental 

outcomes if multiple factors work together to support problematic adjustment, it is 

important to note that the context is malleable. Depending on the direction of these 

elements, the continuous interactions may influence the student’s development in either a 

positive or negative manner (Gest, Mahoney, & Cairns, 1999). To alter the impact of 

problematical constraints, it is necessary for the entire system to be adjusted. The 

restructuring of a system such as this is not likely to occur without multiple-level 

interventions that thoroughly examine and target the interconnectedness among factors 

(Farmer, Farmer, & Gut, 1999). One potential approach to this is to alter norms around 

behavior in ways that increase the student’s perception of a climate that does not support 

bullying, where social-emotional well-being is emphasized, and where a student’s 

academic competence is approached in a developmentally appropriate way. One key 

component of shifting these norms is through the teacher as they may act as an invisible 

hand within the classroom, and may manipulate the environment in positive ways 

(Farmer, et al., 2011). 

2.6 TEACHERS INFLUENCE ON PEER SOCIAL DYNAMICS  

Teachers act as a role model within the classroom, and students may mirror the 

actions and responses to other students which they observe. For example, Hughes and 

fellow researchers found that when the teacher has a positive relationship with a student 

their peers tend to be more accepting of them and also to have more positive interactions 

with them (Hughes, et al., 2008; Hughes, et al., 2006). The student behavior a teacher 

either accepts or rejects can also influence what behavior their peers will accept or reject. 

Chang et al (2003) study with adolescents found that when teachers expressed aversion to 
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aggression the students were more rejecting of aggressive behavior. It was also found that 

when the teacher demonstrated empathy toward withdrawn children, the withdrawn 

children’s self-perceptions were enhanced. Thus, the engagement of the teacher with the 

withdrawn children appeared to be a protective factor. These studies demonstrate how 

powerful the teacher may be as a role model within the classroom in keeping students 

motivated, engaged, self-regulated, and rejecting of negative behavior. Ultimately, these 

studies highlight the reciprocal relationship that exists between teachers and students, and 

how the teacher may impact the overall classroom climate through individual interactions 

with students. 

Even though teachers have a role in peer interactions, unfortunately, many 

teachers may be unaware of the overall dynamics occurring between students in their 

classrooms (Leff, Kupersmidt, Patterson, & Power, 1999), or even the overall peer social 

dynamics that exist. As Gest (2006) found in one study examining teacher and student 

ratings on friendships and peer group affiliations where some teachers had little to no 

knowledge regarding the peer ecology within their classrooms. Other studies have noted 

that teachers may be more easily aware of what is occurring with some students, such as 

teachers being able to identify the friendships between popular students but not nearly as 

well with other students (Pearl, Leung, Van Acker, Farmer, & Rodkin, 2007). It is 

important for teachers to be aware of the peer structures within their classrooms to the 

greatest extent possible, and for all students as it has been shown that when teachers are 

aware of peer affiliations within the classroom, more positive peer environments are 

found (Hamm, et al., 2011). Teachers can use their awareness of peer ecologies to foster 

more positive interactions between peers such as in developing friendships and 



34 

decreasing the motivation to aggress against one another (Gest, et al., 2011; Farmer, et 

al., 2011). 

2.6.1 Teachers and the Classroom Environment. The environmental context lay 

the foundation for how students will react to the change from elementary school to 

middle school. Eccles & Midgley’s (1989) stage environment fit theory describes how 

adolescents are in a unique transitional phase as not only are their social contexts 

changing but so are their developmental needs. The environment needs to adjust to meet 

and support these needs so that the students can have successful outcomes. However, if 

the students’ needs are not supported through their environment the development of the 

adolescents may suffer. This theory is based on both Lewin’s (1935) person-environment 

fit theory and Hunt’s (1975) thesis which highlighted the restrictions of Lewin’s theory. 

Midgley and Eccles theory focuses on the person-environment fit while also considering 

developmental stages. In one study Midgley & Eccles (1989) found that students 

transitioning to middle school were affected by both positive and negative environmental 

factors. For example, student success could be affected by the quality of the student-

teacher relationship as well as by the prevalence of student-led decision making. 

Anderman’s 2003 study of sixth and seventh grade students also supports Midgley & 

Eccles theory as it was shown that students’ sense of belonging decreased during this 

time, but that they felt a greater sense of belonging when they perceived their academic 

tasks as useful. The students also showed less decline in their sense of belonging when 

their teachers promoted an environment of mutual respect. 

2.6.2 Teacher Attunement. The first step towards managing peer social dynamics 

is teachers’ attunement to those dynamics. Studies regarding teacher awareness of student 
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social dynamics have been published as early as the 1940’s (Bonney, 1943). The term 

teacher attunement is often used in newer studies and it is described as teachers being 

involved with their students through obtaining and demonstrating knowledge and 

understanding of their students (Hamm et al., 2011; Skinner et al., 1993). Early studies of 

attunement examined the agreement between student reports (self-reports of their 

preferences) and teacher reports (reporting on the preferences they thought the students 

had). This line of research later expanded to focus on social networks within the 

classroom and included testing the agreement between teacher’s reports and peer reports 

on student’s social status (Gronlund, 1957). The theory behind these experiments was 

that peers had insight into the social system within the classroom that the teacher may 

only have to a certain extent (Gronlund, 1957). However, it was believed that with proper 

teacher training, the teachers would be able to have more insight, and that the teachers 

could use this insight to employ more effective teaching and classroom management 

strategies (Gronlund, 1955). These initial studies argued for the importance of teacher 

awareness of social dynamics within their classroom and provided a basis for continued 

research regarding teacher attunement. 

Recent studies have explicated this research even further and have demonstrated 

that teachers are often not attuned to the students in their classrooms, that some students 

receive more attention and awareness than others, such as popular and athletic students 

(Pearl, et al., 2007), and that when teachers are more aware of the social structures within 

their classrooms there is often a more positive environment (Hamm et al., 2011).  

2.6.2.1 Are teachers attuned? Teachers may have varying degrees of attunement 

to their classrooms (Ahn et al., 2013; Ahn & Rodkin, 2014; Gest et al., 2014; Neal et al., 
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2011), and attunement has been assessed in a variety of ways.  Specifically, there is broad 

attunement, such as to the entire classroom, and precise attunement such as to specific 

students (Hamm et al., 2011). While broad attunement levels may be moderate, precise 

attunement levels tend to be quite low (Hamm et al., 2011). There are certain groups of 

students for which attunement may be particularly low. For instance, it has been 

demonstrated that teachers may be largely unaware of victimization occurring within 

their classroom (Norwalk et al., 2015), and not as attuned to aggressive students as 

compared to non-aggressive students (Farmer, Hall, Petrin, Hamm, & Dadisman, 2010), 

and students displaying risk behavior (Marucci, Oldenburg, & Barrera, 2018). These are 

critical areas as it has been demonstrated that when students are victimized, they have a 

lower sense of school belonging and feel that peers are less likely to intervene in a 

bullying-related situation. However, when the teachers were more attuned to the 

victimized students, the students reported a greater sense of school belonging.  

2.6.2.2 What influences attunement? It has been suggested that perhaps teachers’ 

perceptions are influenced by the students’ academic, behavioral, and social 

characteristics, and therefore limits their initial ability to be attuned to certain students 

(Dawes, Chen, Zumbrunn, Mehtaji, Farmer, & Hamm, 2016). Pearl et al. (2007) found 

that teachers could reliably identify the popular groups of children, but not so well with 

the others. Teachers have also been shown to be less attuned to aggressive students who 

were rated as popular, but more attuned to students who classified as Olympians (good at 

sports, wins a lot, and good looking) (Dawes et al., 2016). This demonstrates how some 

students, such as shy and withdrawn students and students who may be the victims of 

bullying, those who may need assistance the most, may not be receiving it as teachers are 
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not as attuned to them (Hawker et al., 2000). However, it has also been shown that more 

experienced teachers have higher levels of attunement, and that teachers with fewer 

students in their classroom also have higher levels of attunement (Marucci et al., 2018; 

Neal et al., 2011). This may indicate that more experience can help teachers increase their 

attunement and that newer teachers may need smaller classrooms (Marucci et al., 2018). 

It also highlights the importance of specific training in this area, especially for new 

teachers (Marucci et al., 2018).  

As resources are often limited, it may be crucial to focus on the areas of the 

greatest need, and some studies have shown success in teaching teachers to be more 

attuned to their students. Specifically, within the past ten years one large study (including 

six middle schools in various regions of the U.S.) focusing on student transition to middle 

school, teachers’ professional training in order to increase attunement, and improved 

student experiences has occurred (Hamm, et al., 2011). Results indicated that teachers 

could be taught specific strategies to increase their attunement with their students. 

Subsequently, additional studies have followed and provided further support for teacher 

training in attunement (Farmer, et al., 2010; Hamm et al., 2011; Motoca et al., 2014). For 

example, teacher trainings which have focused on social dynamics (e.g., understanding 

social hierarchies within peer groups and recognizing which peers are in groups 

together), has been demonstrated as increasing teacher attunement (Motoca et al., 2014). 

2.6.2.3 Impact of attunement on student outcomes. Having an awareness and 

attunement to peer social dynamics of all students is critical as teachers can use 

information on peer group status to manage social hierarchies and support multiple 

pathways to social success (Farmer, 2000; Gest et al., 2011). Specifically, in being 
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attuned to their students they can assist in student’s social adjustment (Farmer, 2011), and 

in developing friendships (Gest et al., 2011). Higher levels of attunement can also 

decrease motivation to aggress against peers (Gest et al., 2011), cause boys who aggress 

to lose their social status (Ahn et al., 2014), create an environment where students view 

their peers as more willing to intervene if bullying were to occur, and also be willing to 

intervene themselves on the behalf of others (Hamm, et al., 2011). In classrooms where 

teachers are more attuned students report having a greater sense of belonging within the 

classroom (Norwalk et al., 2016). This illustrates how the teacher may set the tone for the 

classroom (Hoffman, Hamm, & Farmer, 2015). 

 2.6.2.4 Next steps for attunement literature. Prior research has demonstrated that 

teachers often do not show high levels of teacher attunement regarding bullying behavior 

(Ahn, et al., 2013; Demaray, et al., 2013). Specifically, teacher reports of bullying and 

victimization do not align well with student self-reports and peer reports of these same 

behavior (Ahn et al., 2013; Demaray et al., 2013). However, a significant gap in the 

current literature involves teacher attunement to bullies and victims within their school, 

and how their attunement levels relate to students’ perception of the bullying ecology 

within their school, their social-emotional well-being, and their academic performance 

with all of these variables interacting with each other. Thus, the proposed study will 

extend prior research by examining the strength of the relationships that may exist 

between these four areas.  

2.7 OVERVIEW OF CURRENT STUDY AND HYPOTHESES 

 The goal of this dissertation is to examine the relationships that exist between 

teacher attunement to bullies and victims, the student’s perception of the bullying 
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ecology, the students social-emotional well-being, and the student’s academic 

competence using a sample of 6th graders. This dissertation examines (a) the extent to 

which teachers are attuned to their students who are involved in bullying-related behavior 

within their school; (b) the relationship between teacher attunement and student’s 

perception of the bullying ecology; (c) the relationship between teacher attunement and 

student’s social emotional well-being; (d) the mediated path from teacher attunement to 

academic competence through both a student’s perception of the bullying ecology as well 

as a student’s social-emotional well-being. More detail regarding the design of the study 

will be provided in chapter three. This study answers the following: 

Research question 1. Do higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are 

victims and bullies predict higher levels of student social-emotional well-being? 

Research question 2. Does social-emotional well-being act as a mediator 

between teacher attunement and academic competence?  

Research question 3. Do higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are 

bullies and victims predict higher levels of student’s perception of the bullying 

ecology?   

Research question 4. Does student perception of the bullying ecology act as a 

mediator between teacher attunement and academic competence? 

Research question 5. Does student perception of the bullying ecology act as a 

mediator between teacher attunement and student social-emotional well-being and 

in turn, academic competence? 

The hypotheses for this study are as follows:  
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Hypothesis 1. Higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are victims 

and bullies will predict higher levels of student social-emotional well-being. 

Hypothesis 2. Student’s social-emotional well-being will act as a mediator 

between teacher attunement and academic competence. Such that higher levels of 

attunement will lead to increased social-emotional well-being, and this in turn will 

increase academic competence.  

Hypothesis 3. Higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are bullies and 

victims will predict higher levels of student’s perception of the bullying ecology.  

Hypothesis 4. Higher attunement will be related to a higher student perception of 

the bullying ecology which in turn will be related to higher academic competence. 

Hypothesis 5. Higher attunement will be related to a student perception of the 

bullying ecology which will be related to higher academic competence through 

better social-emotional well-being.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

3.1 DATA 

 This study assessed the relationship between teacher attunement, perceptions of 

the bullying ecology, students’ social and emotional well-being and academic 

competence. The current study used data collected during the Rural Early Adolescent 

Learning (REAL) project which was a study conducted across multiple states within the 

U.S. that examined the effectiveness of a professional development training program for 

sixth-grade teachers to enhance their capacity to create a supportive learning environment 

for early adolescents.   

The REAL project followed a cluster randomized control trials design. The design 

included matched pairs of schools from rural areas across the nation. The schools were 

first selected based on their urban-centric locale codes (which are established by the 

National Center for Education Statistics, NCES) with the majority of the schools (75%) 

being located in rural-distant and rural-remote areas, while the rest were located in rural-

fringe, town-distant, and town-remote areas. The schools were also selected based on 

their ability to reflect the dominant school configuration of the state (K-8, K-12, or 6th-

8th grades). The schools were then grouped based on proximity and shared geographic 

areas. Pairs of school were created based on demographic information including the 

school size, percentage of minority students, the percentage of students receiving 

free/reduced lunch, test scores, and annual yearly progress status. Schools that were
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 considered a possible match were provided a description of the study and asked to 

participate. Within the matched pairs each was randomly assigned to either the control or 

intervention groups.  

The intervention for the experimental group consisted of training for sixth-grade 

teachers who received professional development in order to enhance their capacity to 

create a supportive learning environment for early adolescents. The professional 

development component utilized a professional development program (SEALS: 

Supporting Early Adolescents Learning and Social Success) which is a universal 

intervention program designed to assist teachers in using strategies to bring together 

instructional, behavioral and social facets of their classrooms. During this training, 

teachers learn to identify peer groups, understand the ways in which student’s social 

dynamics contribute to classroom behavioral problems, and management techniques to 

assist in student engagement and peer encouraged positive classroom behavior. A 

complete description of the SEALS program can be found in Motoca et al. (2014). 

Schools that were part of the control group operated as usual during this study.  

A total of 36 schools were included in the full sample; however, analyses for this 

dissertation were conducted on a subsample of 20 schools consisting of ten matched pairs 

where each school had peer nomination data. Peer nomination data was essential to the 

research questions posed due to teacher attunement relying on peer reports as peers are 

seen as the experts in regards to the social structures within the classroom (Cairns et al., 

1994; Gest, 2006). The original study spanned five waves starting from 5th grade spring 

semester to 7th grade spring semester but the current study utilized data collected in the 
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fall semester of 6th grade (Time 1) and the spring semester of 6th grade (Time 2) as the 

focus here is on the critical period when adolescents transition into middle school.  

3.2 PARTICIPANTS  

   Data collection occurred between 2005 and 2008. The subsample consisted of ten 

school which received the intervention and ten schools who were assigned to the control 

group. The average percentage of minority students was 40.3% for the intervention 

group, and 42.2% for the control group. Approximately 60% of students in schools in 

both groups were on free and reduced lunch. There were between 50 and 60% of students 

in both groups who were proficient in math and reading. The average school size was just 

above 300 students for both groups. 

 3.2.1 Teachers. All sixth-grade regular education teachers within the twenty 

middle schools were invited to participate, and all 115 agreed (100% consent). Most of 

the teachers were White females (72.7%). All of the teachers were licensed, and most 

held licensure in the area they were teaching (96.5%). The majority (61.4%) had over ten 

years of teaching experience, and about 54.5% had a master’s degree. Additional details 

about the participating teachers in Project REAL can be found in Hamm et al. (2014). 

 The professional development (intervention) for the experimental groups began in 

August during the summer before the student’s sixth grade year began. By the fall 

collection point (October-November) the teachers had received two to three months of 

the professional development training. The training continued throughout the academic 

year and by the spring collection point (March-April) the teachers receiving the 

intervention had experienced approximately eight months of professional development.  
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 3.2.2 Students. A total of 1575 students in the subsample of 20 schools consented 

to participate at Time 1 which reflects an average participation rate of 64.1% for those 

schools. At Time 2 a total of 1591 students consented to participate (64.7% participation 

rate). Across both time points, a total of 1512 students consented to participate, yielding a 

final sample of 1512 students which this study has been limited to. Approximately 53.0% 

of the sample were girls (n = 8027) and the ethnic composition was 63.2% White, 22.2% 

African American, 8.3% Hispanic, 4.8% American Indian, and 0.6% Asian/ Other/ or 

multi-racial. This means that 63.2% of the sample were ethnic majority (i.e., White) 

students and 36.8% were ethnic minority students.   

 To compare whether there were any gender or minority differences between 

consented participants in the subsample (n = 1512) to participants from the other schools 

(n = 814; yielding a total of 2326 students who consented at both time points from the 

full sample of 36 schools), a series of chi-square tests were performed. There were no 

significant gender differences between consented students in the subsample versus 

consented students from the other schools, χ2 = 1.516, p = .218. There was a significant 

difference regarding minority status (χ2 = 8.437, p = .004) as there were fewer minority 

students in the final sample of 20 schools than was expected. The chi-square tests were 

performed in order to demonstrate the equivalency of the two groups. In order to account 

for these differences both gender and minority status were controlled for in this analysis.    

3.2.3 Procedures. This study was approved by a university’s Institutional Review 

Board (IRB). Students were recruited from participating schools. Signed parental consent 

forms were required for participation. Student data was collected using group 

administered survey procedures. The survey protocol was read aloud by a research 
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assistant while other research assistants were available to answer student question and to 

monitor the completion of the survey. Participants were assured their responses would be 

kept confidential and that they could withdraw at any time. Students who completed 

forms were given a choice of a school supply item (e.g., pens and notepads) for 

participating. All teachers of participating students were also asked to complete survey 

packets about participating students. These packets included individual assessments of 

students’ academic, social-emotional, and behavioral skills. Teachers were provided with 

financial compensation for their time. Both student and teacher data were collected on a 

similar schedule in the fall and spring semesters of the students sixth-grade year.  

 3.3 VARIABLES 

 3.3.1 Peer Nominations. To capture peer-reported bullying and victimization, this 

study used peer nominations collected using standard peer nomination procedures (e.g., 

Farmer, Rodkin, Pearl, Van Acker, 1999). Peer nominations are used to assess 

classmates’ perceptions of peers’ social and behavioral characteristics. Students were 

provided descriptors of certain social roles and behaviors and are asked to nominate an 

unlimited number of peers on each of these reflecting recommend practice for middle 

school settings with larger voting populations (Cillessen, et al., 2011). They were allowed 

to nominate a peer for more than one category and were able to nominate themselves. For 

this study, bully was measured with a single item: bully (i.e., “This person bullies others. 

This person is always hurting or picking on others.”). To measure victimization, the 

single item picked on was used (i.e., “This person is picked on by others.”).   

 In order to score the items, the total number of nominations participants received 

for each item on the peer behavioral assessment was divided by the total number of 
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possible nominators (all participants in the grade).  In order to make mean differences 

clearer the proportion scores are multiplied by 1000 (e.g., Farmer et al., 1999; Rodkin et 

al., 2000; Estell, Farmer, & Cairns, 2007). The peer nominations have been found to have 

mediate to high test-retest reliability (e.g., .46-.88) in previous studies (Farmer, Van 

Acker, Pearl, & Rodkin, 1999).  

 3.3.2 Teacher Ratings. Teacher-reported bullying and victimization was measured 

using the Teacher Assessments (TASS; Estell et al., 2007).  Teachers responded to two 

items, one measuring bullying and the other measuring victimization. These questions 

use a seven-point scale with three anchors at the end points and middle (frequently, 

sometimes, and never). For example, in order to measure victimization a teacher may 

respond on the scale by selecting “Frequently bullied by peers”, or “Never bullied by 

peers”. The TASS has been shown to have high reliability in a three-week test-retest 

examination with items ranging from .72 to .93 (Farmer et al., 2003), and moderate test-

retest reliability (.60-.70) in a three-month test-retest review (Farmer et al., 2009).  

 3.3.3 Teacher Attunement. Teacher attunement was calculated for both bullies 

and victims at the school level as students in sixth-grade may be exposed to multiple 

classroom teachers throughout their school day. Thus, understanding teacher attunement 

at the school level is more appropriate as compared to individual classroom teachers. 

Cutoff scores for peer nominations of bully and victim were used to identify students who 

are either a bully or a victim.  

 For this study, I used the same cutoff used by Norwalk, Hamm, Farmer, and 

Barnes (2016) to identify the top 15% of students which coincides with those who are 

marked to receive Tier II and Tier III intervention.  Scores were then dichotomized so 
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that a student who scores in the top 15% for either victim or bully nominations was given 

a code of 1 and those who were below (i.e., not a bully/victim) were given a code of 0.  

Teacher ratings were sorted the same way by first establishing cutoff criteria to 

represent the top 15% which was based on whether a student received a score from 4 

(sometimes) to 7 (frequently) on the being bullied by peers (victim) or bullying peers 

(bully) questions. Those who have a high frequency were again be coded as 1, and those 

with low frequencies were coded as 0. In order to address the agreement between peer 

reports and teacher reports, when peer reports indicated high frequency (coded as 1) and 

a teacher report indicated high frequency (coded as 1) for a student on either the bully or 

victim categories, then there was an agreement (attunement score = 1). Otherwise, any 

discrepancy between the teacher and peer reports were coded as 0 for the attunement 

variable (attunement score = 0). The scores were aggregated and summed so that they 

represent what is occurring at the school level by calculating a Jaccard similarity 

coefficient between the summed scores within each school by:   

𝐴

𝐴 + 𝐵 + 𝐶′
 

Within this formula: A = number of agreements of high frequency of behavior (either 

bullying or being a victim) between teachers and students; B = the number of students 

reporting high frequency of the behavior, but rated as low by the teacher; and C’ = 

number of students reporting low frequency of behavior, but rated as high by the teacher. 

This Jaccard similarity coefficient accounts for errors such as omission or commission, 

and has been used in prior research studying attunement (Gest et al., 2014; Norwalk et 

al., 2016). These scores may range from 0 to 1, and represent the level of teacher 
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attunement to bullies and victims within a school. Within the analysis attunement to 

bullying has been labeled AttBul, and attunement to victims has been labeled AttVic. 

 3.3.4 Social and Emotional Well-being. The social-emotional well-being of the 

students was measured using factors from the Interpersonal Competence Scale and a 

measure of school belonging. The Interpersonal Competence Scale - Self (ICSS; Cairns, 

Leung, Gest, & Cairns, 1995) is a 21-item (including 3 distractor items) self-report 

assessment of six factors of interpersonal competence. This study specifically examined 

the three categories of: aggression, affiliative, and internalizing behavior.  Lower levels 

of aggression and internalizing and higher levels of affiliation indicate greater levels of 

social-emotional well-being for the students.  Each factor consists of between two to 

three items: aggression factor consists of three items (argues, trouble at school, fights); 

affiliative consists of two items (smile, friendly), and internalizing consists of three items 

(shyness, sad, and worry). The possible scores for each item are averages of the items 

within each factor and range between 1 to 7, with higher scores being indicative of the 

student displaying that characteristic. The factor scores were computed by averaging the 

scores of the 2 or 3 items that comprise the factor.  Within the analysis the internalizing 

average score is represented by IntAvg, the aggression average score is represented by 

AggAvg, and the affiliative average score is represented by AffAvg. 

 The reliability coefficients using Cronbach’s alpha for each of the three areas used 

within this study ranged from .53 (wave 2) to .59 (wave 3) for aggression, .44 (wave 2) to 

.37 (wave 3) for affiliative, and .53 (wave 2) to .56 (wave 3) for internalizing. 

 Additionally, student’s sense of belonging has been included to indicate their 

social-emotional well-being. Specifically, Hagborg’s (1998) Psychological Sense of 
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School Membership-Brief (PSSM-B) scale was used to measure belonging. The PSSM-B 

consists of 11 items where the students rate each item on a 5-point response scale ranging 

from 1 (completely false) to 5 (completely true). Examples of the questions included are 

“Other students like the way I am” (a measure of belongingness as provided by peers 

within the school), and “Most teachers at my school are interested in me” (a measure of 

belongingness as provided by teachers within the school). 

The score for belonging is an average of the student’s responses to the 11 items 

on this scale with higher scores indicating higher levels of belonging. Within this sample 

this assessment had high internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha at .84 (wave 2 and 

wave 3) The belonging average score was represented by SchBel within the analysis. 

 3.3.5 Perceptions of the Bullying Ecology. In order to measure students’ 

perception regarding the bullying ecology within their school, the three subscales of the 

Peer Protective Ecology Scale (Song, 2005) were used: peer protection, peer 

encouragement of bullying, and peer protector. Students responses are based on a five-

point scale ranging from never to always. The Peer Protection and Peer Encouragement 

subscales are on a five-point scale ranging from never to always, but all in response to the 

prompt “If I’m being bullied…”. The Peer Protection subscale focuses on the extent to 

which the student feels others would intervene with eight different items (e.g., “my peers 

would tell others to stop the bullying,”). The Peer Encouragement subscale contains five 

different items regarding the likelihood of peers encouraging bullying (e.g., “my peers 

would laugh”).  The protector subscale assesses a student’s likelihood to protect others 

from bullying by posing five different questions. The prompt began with “If I know that 

someone in my school is being bullied….”. Sample items include “I would stick up for 
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them” and “I would try to make the others stop bullying.” Each of the subscales are 

computed as an average of the responses to each of the questions within that subscale. 

The items included on the encouragement subscale were reverse scored so that higher 

scores on all three subscales would indicate a protective peer ecology against bullying. 

These variables were represented as follows within the analysis: protection average 

PrtnAvg, encouragement average EncrAvg, and protector average PtcrAvg. 

 The overall scale has demonstrated adequate internal consistency (coefficient 

alpha .86), and the subscales relate both significantly and in the expected directions with 

the latent constructs (Song & Siegel, 2006). The subscales have also demonstrated high 

internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha on the Peer Protection subscale ranging from 

.85 (wave 2) to .93 (wave 3), the Peer Encouragement subscale ranging from .87 (wave 

2) to .89 (wave 3), and the Peer Protector at .85 (wave 3) to .86 (wave 2). 

 3.3.6 Academic Competence. Students’ academic competence was measured by 

their academics’ factor score on the Interpersonal Competence Scale-Teacher (ICS-T; 

Cairns et al., 1995). This factor consists of two questions, one regarding the student’s 

ability in spelling (good at spelling) and the other based on their mathematic ability (good 

at math). Each of these two questions have responses on a seven-point scale with three 

anchors; one on each extreme and one in the middle (Never, Sometimes, Always). The 

factor scores are the computed averages of these two questions and have demonstrated 

internal consistency and adequate reliability (coefficient alpha .77 at wave 2 and .76 at 

wave 3). The academic competence factor was represented as AcdCmp within the 

analysis.  
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3.3.7 Measurement Covariates. Additionally, covariates (control variables) were 

added to the model. The student specific variables (gender and minority status) were 

collected at time point 0, during the fall of their fifth-grade year. The school specific 

variables (treatment and matched pairs) were collected at time point 1, during the fall of 

their sixth-grade year. These variables were used to assess how demographic and study-

design related information related to the other variables used within this model. There 

was no missing data on any of these covariates. 

3.3.7.1 Gender. The variable used to indicate a student’s gender was Gen. This 

variable was coded as females = 0 and males = 1.  

3.3.7.2 Minority. The variable was used to indicate whether a student was of 

minority status (non-white) or not and was labeled Min. This variable was coded as non-

minority =0, minority =1. 

3.3.7.3 Treatment. Since half of the schools did receive an intervention, 

intervention was included as a control variable. The label used to indicate the treatment 

group was Tx. Schools that received an intervention were coded as 1, and schools that did 

not were coded as 0.  

3.3.7.4 Matched pairs. The matched pairs variable was used as a control variable 

with the worst matched pair used as the reference group. The labels used to indicate 

matched pairs was p1-p9 (Pair1 through Pair 9), and were dummy coded in order to 

identify which schools were pairs. 

3.3.7.5 Time one. All variables that were used as indicators for the mediation 

variables, as well as the one variable used as the outcome variable, were also measured at 

time one (fall of the student’s sixth grade year). There was less than 10% missing for 



52 

these variables and they were included in the multiple imputation process which created 

five full data sets.  

3.3.8 Missing Data. SPSS was used in order to examine the data set. There was 

less than 10% missing for each variable that was used in this analysis. Chi-square tests 

were run in order to examine potential differences between students with missing data 

and those without for items that were used as indicators for the mediating variables as 

well as for the measured outcome variable of academic competence. There were no 

significant differences for any of the variables which were used to indicate student social-

emotional well-being. However, there was a significant difference between males and 

females on two of the variables used to indicate student perception of the bullying 

ecology (protection: χ2 = 4.214, p = .040, and encourage: χ2 = 4.193, p = .041) with males 

having more missing data than females (the missing data consisted of 55.55% males and 

44.44% females). Thus, while the data cannot be assumed as missing completely at 

random (MCAR), it may be considered as missing at random (MAR) as opposed to not 

missing at random (NMAR) as there did not appear to be any basis for believing there 

were systematic reasons for the missing data on these variables (such as because a student 

is male, he is expected not to respond to these prompts). The total count, minimum, 

maximum, mean, and standard deviation for each of the variables used within this 

analysis can be seen in Table 3.1.  

When data is MAR it is possible to have more biased estimates if the data is not 

imputed as compared to if these cases are deleted (such as in listwise deletion). Mplus 

provides several options to impute data, with imputation meaning the missing variables 

are estimated based on the values of the covariates within the model. For this study an 
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unrestricted H1 model with maximum likelihood as the estimator was used in order to 

impute five complete data sets. 

3.4 ANALYTIC APPROACH 

In order to address the research questions, a quantitative study utilizing structural 

equation modeling as the analytic technique was used to examine the relation between 

teacher attunement, student perception of the bullying ecology, student perception of 

their social emotional well-being, and teacher perception of student academic 

competence. The data was analyzed in both SPSS (IBM, version 24.0, 2016) and Mplus 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2017). The data management software SPSS was used to create new 

variables such as z-scores, correlations, and the Jaccard Similarity Coefficient. The 

software Mplus was used to analyze both the measurement model and the full structural 

model.  

3.4.1 Data Screening. Before running the analysis, data was screened in order to 

determine if assumptions were met, as well as to examine any other potential issues that 

may have existed. All variables were examined for missingness, normality, outliers, 

linearity, multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity. SPSS (IBM, version 24.0, 2016) and R 

(R Core Team, 2013) were used to test these assumptions. 

3.4.1.1 Normality. Both univariate (skew and kurtosis) and multivariate normality 

(Mardia’s test) was assessed for this data set. In viewing the results from Mardia’s test, it 

appears the data is not multivariate normal (skewness = 1758.19, p ≤ .001, kurtosis = 

16.23, p ≤ .001). However, the factorability of the data depends on both the sample size 

as well as degree to which the variables are correlated. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure 

(KMO) test was used to determine if the sample size was large enough, and it was 
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determined sufficient (KMO = .661, values below .6 indicate the sampling is not 

adequate; Cerny & Kaiser, 1977). Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity also indicated at least 

moderate correlation between items (p < .001). 

The skewness and kurtosis of each of the variables was also inspected and 

presented in Table 3.2. The level of skewness demonstrates the symmetry of the 

distribution while the measure of kurtosis demonstrates the peakedness or flatness of the 

distribution (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998). Variables with values greater than 

3 on the skewness index are considered extremely skewed, and values greater than 10 on 

the kurtosis index indicate potential problems (Kline, 2005). All of the variables are 

within normal limits in regards to both skew and kurtosis. 

3.4.1.2 Outliers. Multivariate outliers may occur if a student has extreme scores 

on multiple variables to be used within the model. In order to examine the data in terms 

of multivariate outliers, Mahalanobis distance was used. Mahalanobis distance is a 

measure of distance in multidimensional space of each observation from the mean center 

of multidimensional centrality (Hair et al., 1998). The results indicated that a total 412 

cases had extreme values on multiple variables, and 1098 were identified as non-outliers. 

3.4.1.3 Linearity. The assumption of linearity states that the conditional means of 

Y fall in a straight line, with the conditional referring to the mean being conditioned on a 

value of a regressor(s) in the model (Darlington & Hayes, 2017). Linearity was examined 

via scatterplots with all other regressors controlled for. In examining the scatterplots, the 

assumption of linearity appeared to be met. 

3.4.1.4 Multicollinearity. Multicollinearity may occur when there is an exact, or 

close to exact, linear relationship between independent variables within a model (Farra & 



55 

Glauber, 1967). Multicollinearity was examined through both the tolerance of each 

variable and the variance inflation factor (VIF) scores for each variable. The tolerance is 

an indicator of how much of the variance in the dependent variable cannot be accounted 

for by the other variables in the model. The tolerance for each of the variables was at 

acceptable levels as none were below 0.2 (below 0.2 indicates potential 

multicollinearity), and all above .5 except for the attunement variables which were just 

below .4 (bully attunement .336 and victim attunement .338). The VIF provides an index 

which measures how much variance of an estimated regression coefficient is increased by 

collinearity between the variables, and utilizes the tolerance within the estimation. The 

VIF scores for each variable were also at acceptable levels as they were well below 10 

(where 10 indicates a multicollinearity issue) with all variables having a VIF score below 

2.0, except for the attunement variables which were just below 3.0.   

3.4.1.5 Homoscedasticity. The assumption of homoscedasticity refers to the 

conditional distributions of Y having equal variances (Darlington et al., 2017). The 

homogeneity of variance regarding the residuals was checked using scatter plots where 

the standardized values of the residuals were regressed on the standardized values of the 

outcome variable. The residuals varied randomly around zero, and therefore the 

assumption of homogeneity of variance appeared to be met. 

3.4.2 Model Testing. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was appropriate for this 

analysis as it is a commonly used statistical technique to analyze complex relationships 

between latent variables (Kline, 2016). Structural equation modeling consists of two 

parts: the measurement model and the structural model. The measurement model is the 

same as for confirmatory factor analysis where a multivariate regression model estimates 
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the relationships between a set of observed variables and the latent (theoretical) variable 

they are dependent upon. The observed variables are known as factor indicators, and the 

latent variables are known as the factors. As described by Muthén & Muthén (2017) the 

structural model analyzes three different relationships within one set of multivariate 

regression equations: the relationships between the factors (latent variables), the 

relationships between the observed (indicator) variables, and the relationship between the 

factors and observed variables that are not indicators (covariates). The measurement 

model of the structural equation model must be identified first, then the structural model 

may be examined. Structural models are specifically meant to account for latent 

variables, measurement errors, direct and indirect effects, reciprocal causation, 

simultaneity, and interdependence (Jöreskog et al., 1993). Thus, with the complexity of 

this data and the model proposed, structural equation modeling was determined as the 

most appropriate technique. 

 As all variables were able to occur at any point within a set range (all except one 

variable were averages) they were identified as continuous variables and maximum 

likelihood parameter estimates which provide standard errors that account for the mean 

and variance differences with non-normal data (MLMV) was utilized in order to test both 

the measurement and structural portions of the structural equation models hypothesized 

for this study. All model analysis was conducted using Mplus version 8 (Muthén & 

Muthén, 2017). 

In order to address research questions one through five, structural equation 

modeling (SEM) was used in order to examine the relationships between the variables of 

interest. Since the primary research question was whether or not teacher attunement 
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effects the school context and the student’s academic competence, longitudinal data was 

utilized to test these associations over time. Thus, pathways from time one scores 

(beginning of sixth grade) to time two scores (end of sixth-grade) were estimated for the 

mediating and outcome variables. Specifically, the model tested was whether teacher 

attunement during time one (fall term of sixth-grade) was related to the students’ 

academic competence toward the end of their sixth-grade year as mediated by both 

student perception of the bullying ecology as well as student’s social-emotional well-

being at time two (spring term of sixth-grade year).  

3.4.2.1 Mediation. The purpose of including mediation variables in this model is 

that it allows the causal process between a predictor variable and an outcome variable to 

be more fully defined. Specifically, the mediating variable(s) accounts for the relation 

between independent (predictor) and dependent (outcome) variables (Baron & Kenny, 

1986). A simple model including a mediating effect would display three variables where 

the independent variable has an effect on the mediator variable, which in turn affects the 

outcome variable. Additionally, other mediating variables may be included, thus 

demonstrating even more complex relationships. The goal of mediation analysis is to 

examine how a predictor variable affects an outcome variable such as through the impact 

on other relevant variables. 

This mediation model concurrently tested the following pathways: (a) the direct 

effect of fall term teacher attunement to student perception of the bullying ecology (path 

H3), (b) the direct effect of fall term teacher attunement to student social and emotional 

well-being (path H1), (c) the direct effect student perception of the bullying ecology has 

on academic competence (path H4), (d) the direct effect social and emotional well-being 



58 

has on academic competence (path H2), (e) the indirect effects of fall term attunement to 

academic competence as mediated by student perception of the bullying ecology (paths 

H3+H4), (d) the indirect effects of fall term teacher attunement to academic competence 

as mediated by students social emotional well-being (paths H1+H2). One additional path 

was also estimated, the indirect effects of fall term teacher attunement on academic 

competence as mediated by both social-emotional well-being and student perception of 

the bullying ecology (paths H3+H5+H2).  

3.4.2.2 Nested data. The nested nature of the data was also taken into account. 

The importance of nested data is that when individuals are within a particular group, they 

are more likely to share group characteristics and to receive the same effects from a 

group environment as compared to others who belong to a different group. In educational 

research it is typical to have students nested in their classroom or school. In order to 

assess the dependency of individuals within a group, intra class correlation (ICC) values 

may be examined. These values (ICC values) demonstrate the proportion of variance in 

the outcome that is between groups or schools (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). However, 

even if the values are quite small (e.g., below .10) there may still be a need to account for 

the group effects as most statistical analysis assumes the independence of the data to be 

analyzed. In typical mediation models, if the assumption is violated and the group effects 

are not taken into account, inefficient estimate and biased standard errors are likely to 

result (Raudenbush et al., 2002; Preacher et al., 2011).  

The ICC values were calculated at the school level for all of the variables within 

this model and they were all 0.00. With the ICC values at 0.00 multi-level modeling is 

not appropriate as the covariance matrix cannot be decomposed into between and within 
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components as there is not enough variation between the schools regarding these 

variables. Therefore, this model was estimated using single-level structural equation 

modeling. 

 3.4.3 Model Estimation. The model was estimated using Mplus (Version 8; 

Muthén & Muthén, 2017) with maximum likelihood mean variance (MLMV) estimation. 

Mplus provides the ability to build models with a wide variety of data (e.g., continuous, 

ordered categorical). Mplus also provides a modification index output which allows the 

examination of best suited modifications to the model to easily be determined. Mplus is 

specifically designed for either single level or multilevel modeling and can be used for 

EFA/CFA and SEM models. The commands used in Mplus are streamlined syntax that 

facilitates access to not only simple latent variable models, but also complex models as 

well. The estimator MLMV was chosen due to the fact the data was not multivariate 

normal (MVN) and MLMV accounts for both the mean and variance differences during 

estimation procedures. Mplus was used in all model estimation procedures. 

3.4.3.1 Preliminary analysis. The measurement portion of the SEM was first 

assessed in order to determine the best model structure that fits the data well and is also 

based in theory. Specifically, all of the indicator variables were examined to determine if 

they had significant loading values on the latent variables. The modification indices were 

also examined at this point. As Mplus does not provide modification indices across 

imputed data files, one imputed file was used for all preliminary analysis procedures. 

This file was compared to the imputed data in order to ensure it was representing the 

imputed data well. Specifically, the mean and standard deviation of each variable within 

the proposed model was examined and the files were near an exact match. 
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3.4.3.2 Assessing local fit. In examining the loading values and residual variances 

one main concern occurred, the attunement to bullies (AttBul) and attunement to victims 

(AttVic) did not appear to be representing the latent factor of Attunement well. The 

attunement to bullies presented a Heywood case (negative residual variance) for both the 

indicator variable of attunement to bullies (AttBul) as well as for the social-emotional 

latent factor (SE). These two measures have not been used in prior studies together, and 

in considering the effects these variables had when estimated simultaneously (creating 

two Heywood cases) it was determined that the best approach was to treat them as 

separate indicators, such that the models of interest would be how attunement to victims 

affects student academic competence through both the student perception of the bullying 

ecology as well as student social-emotional well-being, and then how this relates or 

differs from how attunement to bullies affects these same variables. Theoretically it is 

possible that attunement to victims and attunement to bullies may act differently. For 

example, it is possible that teachers being attuned to victims may help students feel safer, 

thereby increasing their sense of school belonging (Norwalk et al., 2015) while 

attunement to bullies may not have the exact same effect as the reasoning for the 

attunement may differ. However, this has not previously been tested, so the differences 

are currently not known. As attunement to victims has been previously studied and found 

as significantly relating to student outcomes (e.g., belonging) this was posed as model 

one. All models within the preliminary analysis did not include time one measures as 

covariates, as adding multiple covariates can make estimation procedures more difficult, 

and can alter the global fit indices as many additional paths have to be estimated. The 
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time one control variables were added in the final analysis for both the attunement to 

victims’ model and the attunement to bullies model. 

One additional variable did not act as expected within the model. The indicator 

variable of internalizing average (IntAvg) for the social-emotional well-being latent factor 

had a low loading value (.225), and in examining the correlation matrix it was noted that 

this variable also had almost zero correlation with several other variables within the 

model (below .1 with all variables except the affiliative factor). Students social-emotional 

well-being is comprised of two main broad band factors as described within tools used 

for psychological assessment, and these include internalizing and externalizing. These 

two factors differ through expression such that externalizing behaviors often include the 

way in which a student is acting toward others, such as if they are aggressive or friendly, 

internalizing behaviors include depression, anxiety, and shyness, (Achenbach, Howell, 

Quay, & Conners, 1991). The variable used here may not align well with belonging, 

affiliative, and low aggression as those three variables may be more of an externalizing 

piece of social-emotional well-being, and as the name states, internalizing is solely that. 

As this variable did not appear to relate well with the other variables it was considered for 

a potential drop from the final model. The modification indices also noted that allowing 

two pairs of indicators to have residual variances that were set free to covary may 

improve model fit. Specifically, allowing the residuals to covary between the protection 

average (PrtnAvg) and the encouragement average (EncrAvg) on the Bullying Ecology 

(BE) factor was a suggested modification, as well as the aggression average (AggAvg) 

and the affiliative (AffAvg) average on the Social-Emotional Well-being factor (SE). The 

differences in model fit based on these modifications can be seen in Table 3.3. 
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Given the results of the preliminary analysis, internalizing was dropped from the 

model as it did not appear the latent factor of social-emotional well-being well within this 

model. Following this, two nested models were developed for comparison to the full 

model so that a final model which represented the relationship between these variables 

could be chosen, and attunement to victims and attunement to bullies could then be 

examined. Model one is the original model for attunement to victims after dropping the 

internalizing (IntAvg) variable. Model two allows Protection (PrtnAvg) and 

Encouragement (EncrAvg) to have residuals that covary as these two sub scales are 

asking a student’s opinion on what they think others would do regarding bullying 

behavior while the third subscale is asking what they themselves would do (protection 

and encouragement). It appears reasonable to assume that a mistake made on one of these 

sub scales could easily be related to a mistake on the other as the student is guessing what 

other students could possibly do in a hypothetical situation for each of these. In 

understanding peer’s actions adolescents have to encode the social cues and interpret the 

social cues, while when thinking of their own potential action there is no interpretation 

(Dodge & Crick, 1990). Model three was the same as model two but also allowed the 

residuals to covary between aggression (AggAvg) and affiliative (AffAvg) as both of these 

measures are asking about a student’s own behaviors acting on their social environment 

(aggression and affiliative) while the other indicator variable (belonging) is more of a 

reflection regarding the social environment’s impact on the individual. The nested model 

was tested for significance of improvement using the DIFFTEST procedure in Mplus. 

The DIFFTEST procedure provides an accurate chi-square test of differences when using 

MLMV as the estimator. The chi-square test for model improvement demonstrated that 
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each less restricted model provided a better fit to the underlying covariance matrix (M2-

protection and encouragement residuals covarying: χ2 = 27.025, p < .001, M3-affiliative 

and aggression residuals covarying: χ2 = 72.501, p < .001). The global fit criteria as well 

as the relative model fit indices were also examined in order to examine the effect of the 

modifications.  

3.4.3.3 Assessing global fit. In assessing the goodness-of-fit for the overall model, 

many indices exist which allow the model fit to be examined. Typically, a chi-square 

statistic is provided, but it has been noted that this is a sensitive statistic depending on 

sample size and other means of examining fit may be more appropriate. Typical method 

used include examining the CFI, TLI, SRMR, and RMSEA. The comparative fit index 

(CFI) shows the proportion of improvement of the overall fit relative to the independence 

model. The Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) is similar but it also includes a correction for the 

model’s complexity. The standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) is the average 

of the standardized residuals after the hypothesized model is fit to the observed 

covariance matrix. The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) is an absolute 

measure of fit based on the non-centrality parameter. (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2016). 

In viewing the model fit as an approximation as opposed to an exact fit, the RMSEA 

value is often described as assessing how well a given model approximates the true 

model. If the RMSEA is less than 0.05, the approximation is considered good (Hox & 

Bechger, 1998). The relative model fit criteria include both Akaike information criteria 

(AIC) and Bayesian information criteria (BIC), with both of these criteria being to some 

extent based on the likelihood function. Lower AIC and BIC values may indicate better 

fit as greater unexplained variation in the dependent variable and the number of 
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independent variables increases the value of these criteria. All of these indices were used 

in order to assess the fit of the models. Table 3.3 displays both the acceptable values for 

all of the previously described fit-indices as well as the results for each of the models 

used within the preliminary analysis. These results indicate that model three, allowing 

two pairs of residuals to covary (one pair on each moderating variable) best represents the 

data within this model. 

 Following the preliminary analysis, the two models of interest (attunement to 

victims and attunement to bullies) were both built to align with model three (M3) of the 

preliminary analysis. Specifically, each model specified attunement as the exogenous 

variable with one indicator variable to represent it (AttVic and AttBul), and the 

endogenous variables of bullying ecology perception (BE - mediator) with three indicator 

variables, social-emotional well-being (SE – mediator) with three indicator variables, and 

academic competence (AcdCmp – outcome) with one indicator variable. The models also 

were initially specified for allowing two pairs of the indicator variables residuals to 

covary based on theory and model fit. These models were also examined with Mplus with 

MLMV as the estimator. 
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Table 3.1 

 

      

Variables in Model 

 

Variable N Missing (%) Min Max Mean SD 

Attunement to Bullies 1512 0 .00 .50 .28 .12 

Attunement to Victims 1512 0 .10 .42 .22 .10 

Encourage 1400 7.41 1 5 1.66 .95 

Protection 1402 7.28 1 5 3.68 1.05 

Protector 1404 7.14 1 5 3.65 1.00 

Belonging 1410 6.75 1 5 3.61 .77 

Affiliative 1408 6.88 1 7 5.25 1.14 

Aggressive 1408 6.88 1 7 3.22 3.22 

Internalizing 1409 6.81 1 7 3.14 1.56 

Academics 1477 2.31 1 7 4.49 1.52 
       

 

Table 3.2 

 

  

Skew and Kurtosis 

 

Variable Skew Kurtosis 

Attunement to Bullies -.114, .063 -.495, .126 

Attunement to Victims .679, .063 -.683, .126 

Encourage -1.758, .066 2.662, .132 

Protection -.636, .065 -.354, .131 

Protector -.512, .065 -376, .131 

Belonging -.491, .065 -.158, .130 

Affiliative -.363, .065 -.071, .130 

Aggressive -.479, .065 .089, .130 

Internalizing .229, .065 -.132, .130 

Academics -.208, 064 -.528, .127 
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Table 3.3 

 

    

Fit Indices, Thresholds, and Results 

 

Indices Threshold M1 M2 M3 

CFI >.95 great, >.90 okay .887 .902 .925 

TLI >.95 great, >.90 okay .794 .816 .855 

SRMR <.09 okay .038 .034 .033 

RMSEA <.05 great, .05-.10 okay .070 .067 .059 

AIC < is better 26759.955 26721.148 26664.289 

BIC < is better 26988.766 26955.280 26903.743 

Note. M1 is a model without any modifications, M2 allows the residuals between 

protection and encouragement indicator variables to covary, and M3 allows the residuals 

of the affiliative and aggression indicator variables to covary. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Full Structural Model of Teacher Attunement Effects on Student Academic 

Competence. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 This study examined the relationships between teacher attunement to victims and 

bullies, student perception of the bullying ecology, student social-emotional well-being, 

and student academic competence. This chapter examines the results of the two structural 

equation models which were analyzed in order to better understand the relationships 

between these variables. First, the measurement model of each will be reviewed, which 

includes the examination of the loading values for each indicator variable, and also the R-

squared values as these areas demonstrate the contribution of that indicator to the latent 

variable. Second, both structural models will be reviewed, including the direct and 

indirect paths that were estimated. 

 The two models which were used for this study included one model (M1) which 

examined the relationships between teacher attunement to victims (AttVic), the student’s 

perception of the bullying ecology (BE), student social-emotional well-being (SE), and 

academic competence (AcdCmp). These models were built to align with the model 

deemed as the best fitting model from the preliminary analysis while also including time 

one measures for the mediator variable’s and outcome variable as controls. However, 

adding these control variables made the model more complex and allowing any pair of 

residuals to covary resulted in an incomplete analysis of the imputed data sets, with the 

analysis occurring over only two of the five. 
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Allowing residuals to covary is also a disputed practice with disagreement existing 

regarding whether it is an accepted practice or not. Therefore, it was decided that the 

model would be specified without any residuals covarying, while keeping all other 

elements of the model the same.  

4.1 ATTUNEMENT TO VICTIMS MODEL (M1) 

4.1.1 Measurement Model. The local fit representing the relationship between the 

observed indicator variables and the latent variables was examined first. As displayed in 

table 4.1, the results demonstrated decent loading values for all indicators (lowest is 

0.476) where all were also significant (p-value < .001). While loading values of 0.6 are or 

higher are typically desired, loading values of 0.4 are considered acceptable. The global 

fit indices were lower than the models tested during the preliminary analysis as additional 

covariates were added and multiple additional paths had to be estimated. The global fit 

indices for the attunement to victims model were as follows: RMSEA = .114, CFI = .66, 

TLI = .46, and SRMR = .07.  

For the latent factor of the bullying ecology perception all variables have loading 

values above 0.5, with protection having the highest loading value of 0.819. The R-

squared values are for each of the three variables differs greatly with protection having 

the highest R-squared value of 0.670, while encouragement has the lowest value of 0.263. 

It appears that protector and protection may represent the bullying ecology perception 

better than the encouragement indicator. This may be due to the indicator of 

encouragement having high skew and most students reporting that their peers would not 

encourage bullying.  

The social-emotional latent factor does not appear to be represented well by the 

three indicators chosen for this model as it only has one indicator loading above 0.6 with 
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and R-square value above 0.4 (belonging average). The aggression and affiliative factors 

have an acceptable loading value (above 0.4), but the R-squared values are quite low 

(affiliative at 0.269 and aggression at 0.227) demonstrating that they are not contributing 

much in representing the latent factor. This may be due to belonging acting as an 

overarching umbrella for student social-emotional well-being and incorporating more 

than what aggression and affiliative represent alone. 

4.1.2 Structural Model. Next the relationships (paths) between the latent variables 

was examined. While in the preliminary analysis (not including time one observed 

variables as controls) there was a significant relationship between the outcome of 

academic competence and both social-emotional well-being and the bullying ecology 

perception. However, in adding in time one controls there was no significant relationship 

between outcome and mediating variables. In both the preliminary analysis and in the 

final analysis there was a significant relationship between social-emotional well-being 

and the bullying ecology perception (0.696, p < .001). There was no significant 

relationship between mediating latent variables and attunement in the final analysis for 

attunement to victims, however a significant relationship did exist between attunement to 

bullies and the student perception of the bullying ecology in the final analysis.  

The relationships between the latent variables and primary control variables were 

also examined.  There was a significant relationship between the bullying ecology 

perception and gender (-0.351, p < .001) indicating male students had lower perception of 

the bullying ecology as protective. There was also a significant relationship between both 

the bullying ecology perception and treatment (0.125, p = .010) indicating that the 
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schools in the treatment group had students reporting a more positive perception of the 

bullying ecology. None of the indirect effects were significant. 

4.2 ATTUNEMENT TO BULLIES MODEL (M2)  

4.2.1 Measurement Model. The local fit representing the relationship between the 

observed indicator variables and the latent variables was examined first. As displayed in 

table 4.3, the results demonstrated decent loading values for all indicators (lowest is 

0.477) where all were also significant (p < .001). While loading values of 0.6 are or 

higher are often desired, loading values of 0.4 are considered acceptable. The global fit 

indices for the attunement to bullies model were as follows: RMSEA = .09, CFI = .72, 

TLI = .56, SRMR = .06.  

Similar to the results for the attunement to victims’ model, for the latent factor of 

the bullying ecology perception all variables have loading values above 0.5, with 

protection having the highest loading value of 0.820, and encouragement having the 

lowest loading value of 0.514. The R-squared values are for each of the three variables 

differs greatly with protection having the highest R-squared value of 0.672, while 

encouragement has the lowest value of 0.264.  

As seen in the results for the attunement to victims’ model, the social-emotional 

latent factor has only one indicator loading above 0.6 with and R-square value above 0.4 

(belonging average). The aggression and affiliative factors have an acceptable loading 

value (above 0.4), but the R-squared values are again quite low (affiliative at 0.271 and 

aggression at 0.228). 

4.2.2 Structural Model. Similar to the attunement to victims’ model, there was a 

significant relationship between social-emotional well-being and the bullying ecology 

perception (0.684, p < .001). There was also one additional significant relationship, 
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which was between the perception of the bullying ecology and attunement to bullies 

(0.052, p = .025). There were no significant relationships between the outcome of 

academic competence and the mediating variables of social-emotional well-being and the 

perception of the bullying ecology. The path between social-emotional well-being and 

attunement to bullies was also non-significant.  

The relationships between the latent variables and primary control variables were 

also examined.  As seen in table 4.4, there was a significant relationship between the 

perception of the bullying ecology and gender (-0.350, p < .001) indicating male students 

had lower perception of the bullying ecology as protective. There was also a significant 

relationship between both the bullying ecology perception and treatment (0.121, p = 

.014), indicating that the schools in the treatment group had students reporting a better 

perception of the bullying ecology. None of the indirect effects were significant. 

4.3 HYPOTHESES AND RESULTS 

Hypothesis 1. Higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are 

victims and bullies will predict higher levels of student social-emotional well-being. 

This hypothesis was tested with both the attunement to victims’ model as well as the 

attunement to bullies model. There were no significant results in either model. 

Hypothesis 2. Student’s social-emotional well-being will act as a mediator 

between teacher attunement and academic competence. Such that higher levels of 

attunement will lead to increased social-emotional well-being, and this in turn will 

increase academic competence. As there was no significant relationship between the 

social-emotional latent factor and either the predictor of attunement or the outcome of 

academic competence, no significant mediation was found in either model. 
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Hypothesis 3. Higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are bullies 

and victims will predict higher levels of student perception of the bullying ecology. 

Attunement to bullies was a significant predictor of student perception of the bullying 

ecology. Specifically, with every one-unit increase in teacher attunement an increase of 

0.052 is expected for the student’s perception of the bullying ecology (p = .019). 

However, attunement to victims was not significantly related to student perception of the 

bullying ecology. 

Hypothesis 4. Higher attunement will be related to higher levels of student 

perception of the bullying ecology which in turn will be related to higher academic 

competence. In neither of the model was there a significant relationship to academic 

competence and the other variables. Therefore, no mediation paths were significant 

either. 

Hypothesis 5. Higher attunement will be related to higher student perception 

of the bullying ecology which will be related to higher academic competence through 

better social-emotional well-being. Within the attunement to bullies model teacher 

attunement was a significant predictor of the student perception of the bullying ecology 

(0.052, p = .025). The perception of the bullying ecology was also a significant predictor 

of the student’s social-emotional well-being with every one-unit increase in the student 

perception of the bullying ecology predicting 0.684 (p < .001) of an increase for the 

students social-emotional well-being. However, since none of the latent factors had a 

significant relationship with academic competence, none of the mediation paths were 

significant either. Within the attunement to victims model the perception of the bullying 

ecology was also a significant predictor of the student’s social-emotional well-being with 
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every one-unit increase in the student perception of the bullying ecology predicting 0.696 

(p < 0.001) of an increase for the students social-emotional well-being. Within this model 

that was the only significant relationship. 

All tables and final path diagrams are presented on the following pages. 
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Table 4.1  

 

Local Fit Indices for Model 1: Teacher Attunement to Victims 

 

Variable Estimate SE p-value 

Attunement to Victims by    

    Attunement to Victims 1.000 0.000 < .001 

Bullying Ecology by    

     Protection Avg. 0.819 0.017 < .001 

     Encouragement Avg. 0.513 0.025 < .001 

     Protector Avg. 0.582 0.022 < .001 

Social-Emotional by    

     Belonging Avg. 0.711 0.018 < .001 

     Aggressive Avg. 0.476 0.028 < .001 

     Affiliative Avg. 0.518 0.025 < .001 

Academic competence by    

     Academic competence Avg. 1.000 0.000 < .001 

Note. These are the standardized (STDYX) values 
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Table 4.2  

 

Parameter Estimates for Model 1: Teacher Attunement to Victims 

 

Parameter Estimate SE p-value 

Academic Competence on    

     Bullying Ecology Perception -1.314 3.011 .662 

     Social-Emotional Well-being 1.873 4.027 .642 

Social-Emotional Well-being on    

     Bullying Ecology Perception 0.696 0.023 < .001 

     Attunement to Victims 0.011 0.023 .529 

Bullying Ecology Perception on    

     Attunement to Victims 0.023 0.023 .336 

Full Indirect Effect (Mediation) of     

     Social-Emotional Well-being 0.304 0.269 .259 

     Bullying Ecology Perception -0.472 1.346 .726 

     Double Mediation Path 0.480 1.350 .722 

Academic Competence on    

     Gender -0.197 0.392 .615 

     Minority 0.131 0.236 .578 

     Treatment 0.040 0.142 .780 

Social-Emotional Well-being on    

     Gender 0.077 0.056 .169 

     Minority -0.023 0.075 .759 

     Treatment -0.023 0.047 .616 

Bullying Ecology Perception on    

     Gender -0.351 0.051 < .001 

     Minority 0.070 0.073 .339 

     Treatment 0.125 0.050 .010 

Residual Variance    

     Academic Competence 0.340 0.155 .028 

     Social-Emotional Well-being  0.028 0.037 .452 

     Bullying Ecology Perception 0.459 0.030 < .001 

     Attunement to Victims 0.000 999.0 999.0 

Note. These are the standardized (STDYX for continuous & STDY for binary) values. 
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Table 4.3  

 

Local Fit Indices for Model 2: Teacher Attunement to Bullies 

 

Variable Estimate SE p-value 

Attunement to Bullies by    

    Attunement to Bullies 1.000 0.000 <0.001 

Bullying Ecology by    

     Protection Avg. 0.820 0.017 <0.001 

     Encouragement Avg. 0.514 0.025 <0.001 

     Protector Avg. 0.580 0.022 <0.001 

Social-Emotional by    

     Belonging Avg. 0.713 0.019 <0.001 

     Aggressive Avg. 0.477 0.028 <0.001 

     Affiliative Avg. 0.520 0.026 <0.001 

Academic Competence by    

     Academic Competence Avg. 1.000 0.000 <0.001 

Note. These are the standardized (STDYX) values 
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Table 4.4 

 

Parameter Estimates for Model 2: Teacher Attunement to Bullies 

 

Parameter Estimate SE p-value 

Academic Competence on    

     Bullying Ecology Perception -0.723 1.563 .644 

     Social-Emotional Well-being 1.065 2.048 .603 

Social-Emotional Well-being on    

     Bullying Ecology Perception 0.684 0.070 < .001 

     Attunement to Bullies 0.007 0.016 .675 

Bullying Ecology Perception on    

     Attunement to Bullies 0.052 0.023 .025 

Full Indirect Effect (Mediation) of     

     Social-Emotional Well-being 0.007 0.014 .636 

     Bullying Ecology Perception -0.039 0.093 .676 

     Double Mediation Path 0.040 0.093 .666 

Academic Competence on    

     Gender -0.124 0.208 .551 

     Minority 0.112 0.151 .460 

     Treatment 0.011 0.091 .904 

Social-Emotional Well-being on    

     Gender 0.074 0.055 .184 

     Minority -0.023 0.075 .762 

     Treatment -0.028 0.048 .558 

Bullying Ecology Perception on    

     Gender -0.350 0.051 < .001 

     Minority 0.067 0.073 .354 

     Treatment 0.121 0.049 .014 

Residual Variance    

     Academic Competence 0.370 0.084 < .001 

     Social-Emotional Well-being  0.040 0.040 .318 

     Bullying Ecology Perception 0.461 0.030 < .001 

     Attunement to Bullies 0.000 999.0 999.0 

Note. These are the standardized (STDYX for continuous & STDY for binary) values. 
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Figure 4.1 Model 1: Path Diagram of Teachers’ Attunement to Victims and Student 

Academic Competence as Mediated by Student Perception of the Bullying Ecology and 

Student Social-Emotional Well-being. The paths in bold indicate significance between 

the latent factors. Covariates are not shown for space and clarity. Information regarding 

the relationships between covariates and latent constructs, covariates and dependent 

variables can be found in Table 4.1. 
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Figure 4.2 Model 2: Path Diagram of Teachers’ Attunement to Bullies and Student 

Academic Competence as Mediated by Student Perception of the Bullying Ecology and 

Student Social-Emotional Well-being. The paths in bold indicate significance between 

the latent factors. Covariates are not shown for space and clarity. Information regarding 

the relationships between covariates and latent constructs, covariates and dependent 

variables can be found in Table 4.4. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 This study contributed to the literature by examining teacher attunement to both 

bullies and victims using the developmental systems perspective and based on the 

theories of both Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) and Deci and Ryan’s 

self-determination theory (2000). The findings from this study demonstrate how 

attunement to students with peer reputations as a victim or as a bully creates a class 

climate that influences students’ perceptions of the bullying ecology, and student social-

emotional well-being. These findings provide a more complete picture of how attunement 

is related to students’ perception of their environment and also how these perceptions in 

turn relate to students’ social-emotional well-being. This study sought to address five 

research questions: 1) If higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are victims 

and bullies would predict higher levels of student social-emotional well-being, 2) If 

social-emotional well-being would act as a mediator between teacher attunement and 

academic competence, 3) If higher levels of teacher attunement to students who are 

bullies and victims would predict higher levels of students perceived supportive peer 

ecology against bullying, 4) If the perceived supportive peer ecology against bullying 

would act as a mediator between teacher attunement and academic competence, 5) If the 

perceived supportive peer ecology  against bullying would act as a mediator between 

teacher attunement and student social-emotional well-being and in turn, academic 
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competence (double mediation). The main findings from this study demonstrate a 

difference between whether and how attunement to victims and attunement to bullies 

relates to the other variables of interest. Specifically, teacher attunement to victims was 

not found to be significantly related to students’ perceptions of the bullying ecology or 

students’ social-emotional well-being (both proposed as mediating variables), and neither 

of the proposed mediating variables were significantly related to student academic 

competence. However, teacher attunement to bullies was significantly related to students’ 

perceptions of the bullying ecology. Also, in both models, students’ perceptions of the 

bullying ecology were related to the student’s social-emotional well-being. This chapter 

will discuss the findings and implication as well as the limitations of the study and 

possibilities for future research. 

5.1 DO HIGHER LEVELS OF TEACHER ATTUNEMENT TO STUDENTS WHO 

ARE VICTIMS AND STUDENTS WHO ARE BULLIES PREDICT HIGHER LEVELS 

OF STUDENT SOCIAL EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING?  

 The results of these two analyses, with one model examining attunement to 

victims and the second examining attunement to bullies, yielded similar results. In both 

models, attunement was not significantly related to student social-emotional well-being. 

The expectation of higher levels of attunement to both victims and bullies leading to 

more positive outcomes regarding student social-emotional well-being was based on both 

theory and prior research demonstrating that teachers can have a significant impact on 

student’s social experiences within the classroom as well as their emotional well-being 

(Cairns et al., 1988; Farmer, 2000; Farmer et al., 2007). Theoretically, teachers can act as 

the invisible hand within the classroom in order to promote developmentally productive 
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peer experiences for their students and also assist students that may need additional social 

help (such as students being bullied; Farmer et al., 2011). Empirically, prior research 

demonstrated that higher levels of attunement to victims of bullying was related to 

students having a better perception of the bullying ecology (e.g., feelings of protection) 

which was associated with a higher sense of belonging for students (Norwalk et al., 

2015). Having a sense of belonging is critical to student social-emotional well-being as 

students who have a strong sense of belonging experience less anxiety, depression, and 

behavioral issues (Newman et al., 2007). Thus, it was hypothesized that higher levels of 

attunement would lead to higher levels of social-emotional well-being, though this 

relationship may be more complex than it seems as other factors are also involved. 

However, the results of this study suggest the relationship between attunement to 

peer-nominated bullies and victims and students’ social emotional well-being is more 

complex. For instance, though attunement is suggested (and has been shown) to 

positively impact students, being attuned itself, may not be enough.  For instance, this 

role of the teacher in student’s peer interactions is often an unrecognized one, where 

teachers are not fully aware of their ability to manage the social roles and outcomes of 

their students (Rodkin et al., 2010). Not all teachers view managing student interactions 

as part of their job, and even if they do teachers bring with them their own prior 

experiences and will have varying levels of empathy for the students involved in bullying 

(Troop-Gordon & Ladd, 2015; Craig, Henderson, & Murphy, 2000). Those with less 

empathy are also less likely to intervene (Craig et al., 2000). However, even if they do 

notice the act, have empathy, and want to intervene they may not feel as if they have the 

efficacy to do so (Ryan, Kuusinen, & Bedoya-Skoog, 2015). Teachers may require 
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training in order to fully understand and utilize the most appropriate and effective ways to 

manage these challenging social interactions (Bauman, Rigby, & Hoppa, 2008). 

Therefore, while a teacher may be attuned to the victim of bullying or even the bullies 

themselves, they may not recognize their role or responsibility in intervening. So, these 

results indicate that just being attuned may not be enough to positively impact students’ 

emotional and social well-being.  

Another point to consider is that just because a teacher is attuned does not mean 

the teacher will act on that attunement. Research on bystander interventions show that 

noticing an inappropriate act (e.g., bullying or harassment) does not necessarily mean the 

person will intervene. For example, the bystander intervention model developed by 

Latané and Darley (1970) suggests that five steps that must occur for intervention: (a) 

notice the event, (b) interpret the event as an emergency that requires help, (c) accept 

responsibility for intervening, (d) know how to intervene or provide help, and (e) 

implement intervention decisions. Thus, in order for a teacher to impact student social-

emotional well-being, one might expect that similar steps may need to take place. First, if 

the teacher is aware of a student being a victim or a bully then they may be considered 

attuned to that student. Second, the teacher would need to interpret the situation as 

something that needed to be stopped. Third, they would then need to see it as their 

responsibility to act. The teacher would also need to know the appropriate steps to take, 

and then take them. With these many steps involved, and prior research demonstrating 

potential issues in these areas (Troop-Gordon, 2015), it is possible that somewhere within 

this process teachers do not complete the entire process. Thus, while attunement itself 

was not related to students’ social-emotional well-being, it is the first step in the process 
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of managing peer social dynamics which should be examined in more detail in future 

research.   

Another possible explanation for these findings includes the various indicator 

variables which were used to represent the latent variable of social-emotional well-being, 

including student self-report of their level of belonging, their display of affiliative 

behaviors, and their display of aggression. While these variables all had decent loading 

values (above .4, with p < .001), the loading values were not ideal (at least .6 or greater). 

These measures were chosen due to the connection between high aggression and low 

affiliative behaviors and overall adolescent social-emotional well-being, as when students 

have higher rates on aggressive behaviors and lower rates on affiliative behaviors, they 

then receive lower scores on social-emotional well-being assessments (e.g., the Child 

Behavior Checklist; Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). These areas have also been linked to 

academic outcomes such that students who display higher levels of aggression 

(depending on the type of aggression and popularity) often have lower academic 

competence (Bukowski et al., 2011; Cillessen et al., 2005; Cillessen et al., 2011), and 

students who have less sense of belonging also experiencing difficulties with their 

academics (Bukowski, et al., 2011). However, students’ social-emotional well-being is a 

broad construct and the indicators used in this study do not assess many other 

internalizing and externalizing areas such as depression, anxiety, and other forms of 

acting out or problematic behaviors which would reasonably be linked to bullying and 

victimization dynamics (Hawker et al., 2000; Rigby, 2003; Swearer, et al., 2010) Future 

research in this area could use more comprehensive measures of student social-emotional 

well-being such as factor scores from assessments such as the Achenbach System of 
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Empirically Based Assessment, Youth Self Report (ASEBA-YSR; Achenbach & 

Rescorla, 2001).  

5.2 DOES SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING ACT AS A MEDIATOR BETWEEN 

TEACHER ATTUNEMENT AND ACADEMIC COMPETENCE? 

 The results of both of the models indicated that there was no significant mediation 

path, as there was no significant relationship between the proposed mediating variable 

(social-emotional well-being) and academic competence. The reasoning behind the 

insignificant findings could be due to several factors, such as the measurement of 

academic competence, the timing of the measurement, and the use of control variables in 

order to assess change. It may also be of note that previous studies on attunement have 

not included this combination of variables, and the hypothesis of the potential existing 

relationship was based on research demonstrating more specific areas, such as depression 

and anxiety leading to poor grades (Quiroga, Janosz, Lyons, & Morin, 2012; Mazzone et 

al., 2007). This study took a more encompassing approach by combining multiple 

variables together in order to assess these relationships. 

 The measurement of academic competence was initially proposed as the student’s 

overall grade at the end of their sixth-grade year. However, more than 30% of the cases 

had this variable missing, and it would have been against best practices within the field to 

impute data when so much was missing (as 20% missing is often the acceptable cut-off, 

e.g., Kline, 2016). Therefore, another measure of academic competence was adopted, and 

this was the students’ factor score of academic competence as measured by the teachers 

report of the student’s math and spelling performances. This was determined as an 

appropriate measure of student academic competence as teachers are tasked with 
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assessing their student’s academic abilities and demonstrations of knowledge throughout 

the academic year. Teacher judgements of student knowledge has been shown to account 

for at least 40 percent of variation in student achievement (Herman & Choi, 2008), and a 

2012 meta-analysis regarding the accuracy of teacher judgements and student academic 

competence to have a mean effect size of .63 (Südkamp, Kaiser, & Möller). However, 

prior research has shown that teacher judgements of students’ knowledge may be 

inaccurate more than 50 percent of the time (Südkamp et al., 2012), and is subject to bias 

(Rosenthal, 1994). These discrepancies may be due to the various influences on teacher 

perception. For example, teachers bring with them into the classroom their own prejudice 

and biases, and their perceptions of student abilities are shaped by this (Friedrich, 

Flunger, Nagengast, Jonkmann, & Trautwein, 2015; Rosenthal, 1994). One example of 

this may in how teachers tend to favor and have more belief in students who are more 

similar to them, which leads to better interactions, and even higher grades (Gehlbach, et 

al., 2016). Future studies might benefit from having multiple indicators to represent 

academic competence, such as teacher reports, student reports, and state-level exams.  

 Another important consideration is the timing in which the data was collected. In 

mediation analysis typically, the independent variable (i.e., attunement) occurs during 

one time point (e.g., fall of sixth-grade), the mediator variable(s) occur at a later time 

point (e.g., middle of the sixth-grade year), and the dependent/outcome variable is 

measured at an even later time point (e.g., the end of the sixth-grade year; Fairchild & 

McDaniel, 2017). While this was the initial set-up as student overall grades were at the 

end of their sixth-grade year, this variable could not be used and another had to be 

substituted. The issue in having to choose another variable to represent academic 
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competence was that all of the variables were either measured at time one (fall) or time 

two (spring), so other outcome variables were very close in time to the mediating 

variables during the collection period. This could hamper the ability of the mediating 

variables to influence the outcome variable, and it is possible that if the outcome variable 

was measured at a later time that significant findings could exist. Ideally, the grade 

outcome would have been used as it was further in time from the measurement of both 

mediating variables. 

5.3 DO HIGHER LEVELS OF TEACHER ATTUNEMENT TO STUDENTS WHO 

ARE BULLIES AND VICTIMS PREDICT HIGHER LEVELS OF STUDENT 

PERCEPTION OF THE BULLYING ECOLOGY? 

 The results from the two models yielded different results. In model one, 

attunement to victims was not significantly related to student perception of the bullying 

ecology. However, in model two, examining teacher attunement to bullies, attunement 

was significantly related to the student perception of the bullying ecology, demonstrating 

that as teacher attunement to bullies increases so does student’s perception of a 

supportive peer ecology against bullying. These results may differ as attunement to these 

two groups appears to differ. While the mean and standard deviation between these two 

variables were quite similar (attunement to victims: M = .22, SD = .12; attunement to 

bullies: M = .28, SD = .10), one school had a rating of zero for attunement to bullies and 

none of the schools had a rating of zero for attunement to victims. There are several 

potential reasons for the different outcomes, such as (1) the unique differences between 

students who are bullies and students who are victims, (2) the differences in how teachers 
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may interact with these students (once attuned to their social needs), and (3) how these 

interactions affect the perceptions of their peers. 

In terms of the unique differences between students who are bullies versus 

students who are victims, it is first important to note that the attunement variable was 

calculated based on the agreement between peer-reports and teacher-reports of whether or 

not (or how frequently) students were either a victim or perpetrator of bullying. 

Therefore, understanding the characteristics of these students and what others may or 

may not notice about them is critical in interpreting these findings. Students who are seen 

by their peers to be victims of bullying (i.e., have the reputation of a victim) are often 

those who do not have many friends and may be neglected or completely socially rejected 

by their classmates (Bagwell et al., 2011 & Scholte et al 2008). These students are also 

often socially withdrawn, develop friendships with peers who are not socially well-

adjusted and may lack social skills (Sholte et al., 2008; Goldbaum, et al., 2003). They 

also tend to have a low social status within their peer network (Bagwell et al., 2011 & 

Scholte et al 2008). Students who are seen by their peers to be bullies (i.e., have the 

reputation of a bully) display quite different characteristics and may actually be popular 

(Cillessen, et al., 2005; LaFontana & Cillessen, 2002; Rose et al., 2004). They may 

utilize a mixture of both aggressive and prosocial behavior in order to manipulate their 

peers (Hawley, 2003), and gain social capital (Pellegrini, 2002). Students who are bullies 

are often considered popular but not necessarily well liked (Rodkin et al., 2008; de 

Bruyn, et al., 2010).  

 As these two groups of students display different characteristics, the way in which 

a teacher would notice and respond to their behaviors may differ quite drastically. It has 
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been shown that teachers have low levels of attunement to victims when attunement is 

measured as the agreement between teacher-reports and students’ self-reports (Norwalk 

et al., 2015). When they are aware and attuned, they may take one of several approaches 

to address the bullying. In using a questionnaire specifically designed to assess teacher 

responses to hypothetical instances of bullying, the ways in which a teacher might 

respond were classified into the categories of: working with the victims, working with the 

bully, ignoring the incident, asking for outside assistance, and disciplining the bully 

(Bauman et al., 2008). The teachers reported they were most likely to discipline the bully, 

and were unsure whether they would work with the victim. An additional follow-up study 

(Rigby & Bauman, 2010) found similar results. While it was not directly assessed in the 

current study, it is reasonable to assumed that teachers may not want to draw more 

attention to the students who are being victimized, and may also not know exactly how to 

work with the victim. As the most frequently chosen approach appears to be in 

disciplining the bully, it may also be more obvious to the other students in the classroom. 

If it is more obvious to the students that bullying is not accepted, that could help them in 

feeling as if the environment was more protective against bullying. This relates to the 

literature which has shown that when teachers demonstrate a disapproval of aggression, 

that students then are also less likely to support aggression (Chang et al., 2003). Thus, 

when teachers are attuned to bullies, this may help in developing student perceptions that 

their peers are less supportive of bullying, which is what was found within the results of 

this study.   

Some additional support for the idea that there is a difference between these two 

forms of attunement was found when trying to run the model. For example, when these 
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two variables were both used as indicator variables in order to represent the latent 

variable of overall attunement to bullying/victimization the inclusion of attunement to 

bullies created a Heywood case (negative residual variance) for both attunement to 

bullies as well as for the hypothesized mediating variable of social-emotional well-being 

and model estimation was not able to occur over all five imputed data sets (model 

estimation was only able to occur over two of the imputed data sets which also included 

warning of incomplete analysis). As Heywood cases indicate that one variable is more 

than likely being forced into a model in which it does not belong (Kolenikov & Bollen, 

2010), the two attunement variables were analyzed separately, and it appears that they 

also relate to the student perception of the bullying ecology differently. 

However, the results here do indicate that attunement to bullies was positively 

related to the student perception of the bullying ecology. These findings suggest that 

when teachers are attuned to students who have a reputation for bullying within their peer 

network, teachers may then be using classroom management strategies that help create a 

classroom environment that leads to students perceiving a more positive peer ecology 

against bullying. 

5.4 DOES THE STUDENT PERCEPTION OF THE BULLYING ECOLOGY ACT AS 

A MEDIATOR BETWEEN TEACHER ATTUNEMENT AND ACADEMIC 

COMPETENCE? 

Similar to the previous mediation analysis examining social-emotional well-being 

as a mediator, the results of both of the models indicated that there was no significant 

mediation path, as there was no significant relationship between the proposed mediating 

variable (student perception of the bullying ecology) and academic competence. The 
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hypothesis of the potential existing relationship was based on theoretical support stating a 

safe environment is a prerequisite for learning (Maslow 1970; Piaget 1936) as well as 

prior research demonstrating a relationship between peer disorder (including bullying) 

leading to poor academic outcomes (Arseneault et al., 2006; Glew et al., 2005). However, 

prior studies on attunement have not included this exact combination of variables, and the 

results of these two models did not support this hypothesis. There are several reasons 

why the expected mediation was not found.  

Two potential explanations could be the length of the time studied as well as how 

academic competence was assessed. In the first instance, the change in teacher 

perceptions of a student’s academic competence was assessed over just a few months’ 

time. It is possible that teacher perceptions are unlikely to change to a great or noticeable 

extent over such a short period. Or potentially and even more likely, is that teachers bring 

with them their own sets of beliefs, perceive the students through these lenses, and 

interact with the students in such a way as to perpetuate or support their pre-existing 

beliefs (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1963, Hamre et al., 2005). For example, prior research 

has demonstrated that teachers interact differently with students they believe to be 

academically competent, and their interactions encourage those students to succeed 

(Rosenthal et al., 1963, Hamre et al., 2005). In the same ways, when teachers perceive a 

student to be unlikely to succeed the interactions will more than likely reflect this as well 

(Hamre et al., 2005; Allen, Gregory, Mikami, Lun, Hamre, Pianta, 2013). Additionally, 

there has been some evidence highlighting that the accuracy of teacher’s perceptions 

regarding student academic ability may vary based on the student’s actual ability level. 

For example, Begeny, Eckert, Montarello, & Storie (2008) found that teacher’s 
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judgement accuracy was strongest when asked to judge students with strong reading 

fluency, but was not as accurate for students performing at average or low levels. 

Additionally, teacher’s may misjudge some students based on the student’s personality 

characteristics and not their ability or performance, such as underestimating students who 

appear insecure or immature (Alvidrez & Weinstein, 1999; Bonvin & Genoud, 2006). 

Together, these results may support the use of different measures in future studies, such 

as using multiple indicators of student academic competence.  

Further, it is possible that students’ positive perceptions of the bullying ecology 

may show other positive effects on academic variables that were not considered in this 

study. For example, greater attunement levels could potentially lead to better perceptions 

of the bullying ecology, and in turn increase areas such as academic effort and valuing 

school (Hamm, Farmer, Lambert, & Gravelle, 2014) all of which positively relate to 

academic outcomes over (Carbonaro, 2005; Meltzer, Katzir-Cohen, Miller, Roditi, 2001). 

Perhaps only examining this within one school year was not enough time to demonstrate 

these nuances. Future studies should try to extend this investigation to consider whether 

there are mediation paths across longer time periods.  

5.5 DOES THE STUDENT PERCEPTION OF THE BULLYING ECOLOGY ACT AS 

A MEDIATOR BETWEEN TEACHER ATTUNEMENT AND STUDENT SOCIAL-

EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING AND IN TURN, ACADEMIC COMPETENCE? 

While no significant mediation paths existed in the results from this study on the 

academic outcome, student perceptions of the bullying ecology were significantly related 

to student social-emotional well-being in both models. Specifically, in model one 

(attunement to victims) a significant positive relationship demonstrated that as student 
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perception of the bullying ecology increased (students felt peers would not support 

bullying) student social-emotional well-being also increased. In model two (attunement 

to bullies) the relationship between the two variables was almost exactly the same but 

with a slightly lower estimate for change (difference of -.28). Also, in model two, teacher 

attunement was significantly related to students’ perceptions of the bullying ecology. 

These results could indicate that students’ perceptions of the bullying ecology may act as 

a mediator between teacher attunement and student social-emotional well-being. 

Although this was not hypothesized in this model, as social-emotional well-being was not 

the outcome variable, it is potentially an existing relationship. 

These findings are in some ways similar to findings from Hamm, Farmer, 

Dadisman, Gravelle, and Murray’s (2011) study which utilized hierarchical linear 

regression analysis to examine the relationship between teacher attunement to students’ 

social groups, student’s sense of belonging, and student’s perception of the bullying 

ecology individually during the student’s sixth-grade year. The results of their study 

indicated a significant positive relationship between teacher attunement to peer social 

groups and student’s sense of belonging. They also found a significant positive 

relationship between teacher attunement to student’s peer groups and students’ 

willingness to protect peers being bullied and students’ expectations for protection from 

peers if they were being bullied (Hamm et al., 2011). While this study examined 

attunement to bullying and victimization, the results indicating a positive linear 

relationship between attunement to bullies and the positive peer ecology against bullying 

align with Hamm et al.’s results. The difference however, is that attunement to either 

bullies or victims was not significantly related to student’s sense social-emotional well-
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being (which included belonging) yet students’ perception of the bullying ecology was. 

The different outcomes could be due to difference in Hamm et al’s study versus the 

current study such as (1) type of attunement being measured (attunement to peer groups 

in Hamm and colleagues’ study vs. attunement to peer-nominated bullies and victims in 

the current study), (2) how school belonging was included in the model (as a stand-alone 

variable vs. included one of many indicator variables for the latent factor of social-

emotional well-being),  and (3) different forms of analysis being utilized (multilevel 

linear regression vs. SEM framework with multiple paths analyzed simultaneously within 

this study). It is possible that if a different set of indicator variables were used, or if any 

of these were analyzed alone without the other indicator variables, that similar results 

may be found. However, the reasoning for using multiple indicator variables for the latent 

factors is that not only is it a more encompassing approach (e.g., examining many pieces 

of the student’s well-being at once), but it is also in best practice within structural 

equation modeling to have at least two indicator variables for each latent variable (Kline, 

2016). 

5.6 IMPLICATIONS 

 This study demonstrates how teacher attunement relates to student perception of 

the bullying ecology, and how the student perception of the bullying ecology relates to 

student social-emotional well-being with sixth-grade students during a time when 

bullying typically increases (Guerin et al., 2002; Peskin et al., 2006) and students may be 

vulnerable to adjustment difficulties across the transition to middle school (Eccles et al., 

1989; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Wigfield, et al., 1997). Results from the attunement to 

bullies structural equation model align with current literature that describes how teacher 
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attunement positively impacts student perception of their environment as protective 

against bullying. However, the attunement to victim’s structural equation model did not 

have the same results and this may be due to how teachers respond to these two separate 

groups as well as how these variables were measured within this study. Future studies 

should continue to examine potential differences between teacher attunement to bullies, 

teacher attunement to victims, and how varying levels of attunement affect student 

outcomes such as their perception of the bullying ecology, sense of belonging as well as 

other social-emotional components, and academic competence. 

 Within the attunement to bullies model, significant positive relationships were 

found between teacher attunement and student perceptions of the bullying ecology as 

well as between the perception of the bullying ecology and social-emotional well-being. 

These findings indicate that, when controlling for these variables during the fall of sixth 

grade year, higher levels of attunement at the beginning of sixth grade leads to students’ 

perceiving a more positive peer ecology around bullying (i.e., perceiving less support for 

bullying among peers) during the spring of their sixth-grade year. Additionally, an 

increase in student perception of the bullying ecology leads to an increase in the student’s 

social-emotional well-being.  

 Understanding student perceptions of their environment is a key piece when 

examining their adjustment and functioning at school. For example, Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory highlights the degree of influence a child/adolescent’s 

microsystem has on their development, and in turn, the ways in which they will respond 

back to that environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In transitioning to middle school, 

adolescents need to be able to develop an environment of mutual respect with their 
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teachers and peers which includes the expectations they have for each other as well as the 

norms that will be established (Deal & Peterson, 2009). It is these norms and expectations 

which will serve as the motivating factors that contribute to student’s beliefs and 

behavior over time (Deal et al., 1990). In developing a positive climate where students 

feel they can trust and respect their peers, it is expected that less bullying, physical 

aggression, and other risky behaviors will occur less (Lee et al., 2012; Klien et al., 2012). 

This allows for the bidirectional effects between the student and their environment to 

evolve in a positive nature which can benefit and support their development.  

 These results, along with prior results demonstrating increased teacher attunement 

leading to positive outcomes for students (Norwalk et al., 2016), support the need for 

teacher training in attunement to students involved in bullying as bullying is currently 

seen as an epidemic in the U.S. (Schoen et al., 2010), and the outcomes for students 

involved in bullying can be so severe (Hawker et al., 2000; Rigby, 2003; Fried et al., 

1996; Espelage et al., 2010, Arseneault et al., 2010; Wolke, et al., 2013). This study 

suggests that if teachers are taught to be more attuned to bullies specifically, and this can 

assist the students within the school as perceiving their environment as less supportive of 

bullying behaviors, then other positive outcomes may also be experienced. One potential 

positive outcome could be an increase in social-emotional well-being of the students as 

well as other related areas (e.g., better engagement, higher attendance). Fortunately, there 

are intervention programs designed to train teachers in this area, which have been shown 

to increase teacher attunement to the social dynamics of students within their classrooms 

(Farmer, 2011, Motoca et al., 2014, Farmer et al., 2016; Farmer et al., 2018). For 

example, a scouting report method developed to help teachers keep track of the changing 



97 

peer dynamics (Farmer, 2011) can help teachers keep track of their students’ social roles 

and reputations, such as who is a bully, which may help teachers manage the peer 

interactions within their classroom in more positive ways and has shown success in 

various schools (Farmer & Hamm, 2016). 

In fact, this study tested the effects of an intervention designed to help teachers. 

The results indicate that the students in the treatment (e.g., intervention) group, in which 

teachers received professional development training to increase teacher skills in various 

areas including attunement, perceived a more positive peer ecology against bullying 

compared to students in control schools where teachers did not receive training.  This 

again aligns with Hamm et al.’s (2011) results which demonstrated a statistically 

significant impact of teacher training on student’s perception of both protector and 

protection from bullying. This indicates that the training assisted teachers in establishing 

more positive classroom climates (as evidenced by impacts on perception of the bullying 

ecology) and suggests that the intervention program would benefit other teachers and 

students. 

Given that attunement to bullies was related to perceptions of the bullying 

ecology, and the perceptions of the bullying ecology were related to the students social-

emotional well-being, there is support for teacher training in this area. These findings 

also align with the theoretical basis for this study as well as prior research.  

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) highlights the importance of the 

child/adolescent’s immediate relationships, such as those with teachers and peers. The 

unique ways in which teachers and peers have influence over development help to 

highlight the extent to which schools serve as a critical component for social-emotional, 
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behavioral, and academic adjustment (Eccles et al., 2011). Deci and Ryan’s (2000) self-

determination theory, also focuses on the importance of relatedness, specifically through 

secure interactions with peers (Deci et al., 1991). Peers act as a foundation for an 

adolescent’s validation as well as sense of safety (Wentzel, 2005), and influence a 

student’s health, happiness, and academic competence (Bukowski et al., 2011). Even the 

perception of what peers expect influence a student’s behavior and academic outcomes 

(Hamm, et al. 2011). Additionally, when adolescents attend schools where safety and 

social-emotional well-being are promoted they are less likely to engage in behavioral 

problems, have mental health issues, and are more likely to achieve academic 

competence (Phillips, 1997; Zins, et al., 2004; Cornell et al., 2008). Thus, this study adds 

to the body of research that underscores the importance the student’s environment has on 

their development and adjustment during this time.   

5.7 LIMITATIONS  

 The implications of this study should be understood in light of a few of the 

study’s limitations. One limitation of the study is that the attunement variable did not 

capture attunement at the classroom level for one teacher but rather reflects attunement at 

the school level, averaging across all of the teachers. This was necessary in order to 

reflect the fact that students in middle school typically have multiple teachers throughout 

the day (Dickinson & Butler, 2015) as was the case in the current study’s sample. Thus, 

this study cannot speak to attunement at the classroom level between one teacher and his 

or her students which is a more detailed level of analysis. Rather, this study provides a 

picture of how students’ overall level of attunement across all of their teachers in sixth-

grade relates to their outcomes. Future research could examine the differences in 
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attunement in elementary school as compared to middle school, and consider the 

additional challenges middle school teachers may face when getting to know their 

students and the social circles they reside in, especially when most middle school 

teachers interact with different groups of students each class period (Dickinson et al., 

2015). What was not captured in the measure of attunement used in the current study was 

the range of teachers’ attunement: it is possible that some teachers could have been more 

attuned than others within the school. It would be of interest to examine if the variance in 

attunement within a school matter. For instance, is it more important or better for students 

if at least one teacher is highly attuned while others are not? Or it is better for all teachers 

to be somewhat attuned? These considerations were not part of this research project and 

thus this study cannot speak to whether the range of teachers’ attunement (from 

nonexistent to very attuned) matters in students’ outcomes. However, it is reasonable to 

expect that potential differences may exist between schools where there are large 

amounts of variation between the teachers within a school. However, both of these issues 

are part of the challenge in trying to capture aspects of the school context within middle 

schools where numerous teachers contribute to the school context. 

Additionally, this study is limited in its ability to contribute to the literature on 

attunement to students’ self-reported experiences with victimization, either as a victim or 

a bully. While this choice was deliberate as the primary question of interest was whether 

teachers were attuned to peer social dynamics (e.g., students’ social roles and reputations) 

which have been shown to be important for student adjustment and functioning (Cairns et 

al., 1988; Farmer, 2000; Farmer et al., 2007), this limits the generalizability of the study. 

Student self-reports and peer reports do not always align (Graham, Bellmore, & Juvonen, 
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2003). For example, peers may hold onto the idea of one of their fellow classmates being 

either a bully or a victim due to prior experiences with that person, although their actual 

behaviors may have changed over time (Dawes, Chen, Farmer, & Hamm, 2017; Scholte, 

Burk, & Overbeek, 2013). The reverse is also true as some students report being 

frequently bullied while their peers do not (Dawes et al., 2017; Scholte et al., 2013). 

Future studies may consider incorporating attunement to both self-report as well as peer-

report to examine differential pathways and effects. 

The generalizability of these results is also restricted due to the sample consisting 

of only schools in rural areas. It has been noted that these schools may have certain 

characteristics which make implementing the SEALS training more effective as 

compared to urban schools. For example, there is often less teacher turnover in rural 

schools, less students enrolled or attending, and more supportive teacher-student 

relationships (e.g., Burney & Cross, 2006). These differences may all impact the effects 

demonstrated within these specific schools. Therefore, as prior attunement studies have 

also pointed out, this should be a consideration for future studies (e.g., Hamm et al., 

2014). 

5.8 FUTURE RESEARCH 

 Another potential area of research might be to assess how students diverge into 

various groups and how these groups adjust over time, such as if victims of bullying have 

different reactions and adaptations in comparison to being one similar group. One way to 

approach this might include a different type of analysis, such as latent profile and latent 

transition analysis. Utilizing methods such as these could demonstrate how students’ 

group together and transition across time based on low or high levels of teacher 
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attunement. This method may be a beneficial addition as latent class analysis is a subset 

of structural equation modeling and utilizes the same methodology while allowing for 

groups of students to form based on certain characteristics (McCutchen, 1987). This 

would aid in a deeper understanding of how exactly attunement affects different groups 

of students and their progress during an academic year. For example, it may be found that 

students who are aggressive do not all belong in the same group. Perhaps the students 

diverge into separate groups based on popularity and centrality (e.g., Hamm et al., 2011) 

and varying levels of attunement may affect these groups of students differently (such as 

high attunement assisting the social-emotional well-being in one group but not the other). 

These are just a few of the possibilities for further research in this area. 

 Future research on the steps that link attunement to actually doing something 

about it (e.g., managing the peer ecology) may also be beneficial. Some efforts have been 

made in this direction. For example, Norwalk et al (under review) are currently 

examining this area of research to better understand how teachers manage the peer social 

dynamics within their classrooms. This is important because again, just because teachers 

are attuned, doesn’t mean they then know what to do or how to help. In fact, it is a 

common complaint among teachers that they are often unaware of the bullying, and that 

even when they are made aware, they do not know what to do to help bullied youth or 

stop bullies (Troop-Gordon, 2015). It has also been found that various teacher aspects 

relate to their ability to manage the peer social dynamics within their classroom, such as 

the teacher’s self-efficacy (Ryan et al., 2015). The teacher’s self-efficacy for managing 

peer relations was also associated with classroom quality, such that when teachers were 

confident that they could positively influence the classroom social climate, assist their 



102 

students in developing and managing friendships and in handling social problems it was 

observed that they also provided better instructional supports (Ryan et al., 2015). Future 

research that includes not only attunement, but also teacher factors (e.g., self-efficacy) ad 

how these relate to the teacher’s ability to actually act on what they are attuned to could 

aid in a deeper understanding of what is needed for teachers to take action. 

 Given the multifaceted nature of academic adjustment at school, it would be 

important for future research to consider other indices of academic competence and 

achievement such as students’ end of year grade could lead to a better understanding of 

how these variables might relate to academic competence on a more encompassing level 

as compared to teachers’ perceptions of students’ competence in math and spelling. 

Additionally, examining the role of the perception of the bullying ecology as a mediator 

between attunement and social-emotional well-being could examined. If the results of 

such as study indicated that student perception of the bullying ecology did mediate this 

relationship this could potentially be a focus for professional development training for 

teachers. 

 The broad goal of this study was to better understand teacher attunement and how 

it affects various student outcomes. Studies such as this can inform teacher training and 

professional development. As teachers play such a crucial role not only in students’ 

academic experiences but in their social opportunities and success with peers as well, it is 

important for them to understand the influences they may have as well as how they may 

affect the student’s experiences through their attunement. Teachers may learn the 

importance of this area as well as how to improve their own abilities to be attuned 

through their training during their undergraduate studies as well as through continued 
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professional development trainings. These trainings could assist teachers in developing 

attunement to bullies, which could lead to the students in their classrooms and schools 

feeling more protected and protecting against bullying. This may also lead to students 

who are more social-emotionally well-adjusted. Although this study did not indicate that 

these areas have a significant impact on student academic success, it is still a potential 

area which may benefit from this sort of training as well. 

5.9 CONCLUSION 

 This study made a contribution to the literature in several ways. First, the results 

of this study revealed differences between teacher attunement to bullies and teacher 

attunement to victims. This highlights the unique ways in which teachers may be attuned, 

and how different areas of attunement may lead to different outcomes for students. 

Second, it supported previous findings that teacher attunement relates to student 

perceptions of the bullying ecology. This continues to support the important role of 

teacher attunement in enabling students to feel safer from bullying within their 

classrooms and schools. Third, it demonstrated how students’ perceptions of the bullying 

ecology relates to students’ social-emotional well-being. As we strive to have happy and 

healthy students who feel as if they belong at school, are friendly towards others, and 

display little to no aggression toward their peers, we can place an emphasis on creating an 

environment for students where they feel they are protected against bullying and are also 

willing to protect others against bullying. Creating an environment where bullying is not 

seen as socially acceptable can lead to students having more positive interactions with 

one another and more positive feeling toward their school environment.  
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 Given that bullying within the United States has been described as an epidemic 

deserving national concern (Schoen et al., 2010), it is critical for teachers to be attuned to 

students who may be the perpetrators of bullying within their classroom and school as 

teachers play a key role in efforts to reduce bullying (Yoon, 2004). Studies such as this 

highlight the need for professional development and even policy changes regarding the 

training teachers are required to receive in order to support their students. As prior studies 

have shown, in order for teachers to have the greatest impact over their students’ social 

interactions with peers they must be first be aware of the social structures within the 

classroom (Guerin et al., 2002; Peskin et al., 2006), and have a certain degree of 

attunement to the social roles of their students (Hamm et al., 2011). When teachers are 

more attuned, they are abler to notice and respond to behavior within their classroom, and 

assist their students in feeling safe (Norwalk et al.2016). This sense of safety can lead to 

students being more socially and emotionally well adjusted, and provide a better overall 

schooling experience for students. The need for change is imperative as we seek to not 

only protect our students, but to also see them flourish.
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