


CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

Over the past 30 years, researchers and educators have increasingly accepted the
significance of school climates when considering management of bullying behaviors.
Only recently have researchers associated successful school climates with being
authoritative in nature that involves both high disciplinary structure and high student
support. Although some research addressed the connection between school climate and
bullying perceptions, a lack of studies exists that analyze the influence a school climate
and certain demographic factors have on seventh-grade students’ perceptions of bullying.
This research study responded to these identified gaps.

This study examined the influence of school climate and demographic factors to
explain middle school students’ perceptions of or experiences with bullying. The
hypotheses are as follows:

1. The combination of school climate variables (disciplinary structure and
student support) will not contribute to the prediction of perceptions of the
prevalence of bullying among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public
schools after controlling for demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and
school location).

2. The combination of school climate variables (disciplinary structure and

student support) will not contribute to the prediction of perceptions of the
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prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff among seventh-grade students in
Arkansas public schools after controlling for demographic variables (gender,
ethnicity, and school location).
3. The combination of school climate variables (disciplinary structure and
student support) will not contribute to the prediction of the self-reported
aggressive attitudes among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools
after controlling for demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and school
location).
4. The combination of school climate variables (disciplinary structure and
student support) will not contribute to the self-reported bullying experiences
among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools after controlling for
demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and school location).
In this chapter, the research design, target population, sampling procedure, and
the instrument used for data collection are described. This chapter also includes a
summary of the limitations of this study.
Research Design

A quantitative, nonexperimental design was used for this study. This design was
considered appropriate as it was impossible to control, manipulate, or alter the variables
in the study given the challenges of experimental research in school settings. Despite the
limitations associated with nonexperimental designs, these designs have been shown to
be quite effective when the goal of empirical research is to develop models of explanation

or prediction as opposed to exploring cause-effect relationships (Field, 2009).
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Sample

In this study, a multistage sampling plan was used to select 320 seventh-grade
students attending four public schools in the state of Arkansas. The target population for
this study was seventh-graders in Arkansas public schools, but more broadly, middle
schoolers in Arkansas public schools. At the first stage of selection, four school districts
(two rural and two urban) were purposively chosen from districts in the state of Arkansas.
A total of 1,243 questionnaires were electronically distributed to the administrators of
students at four middle schools in these districts (one school in each district). Although a
fair overall response rate (56 %) was recorded, this rate varied widely across schools. At
School A (urban), of the 603 questionnaires sent, 296 responded (49%). At School B
(urban), 380 were sent and 207 responded (54%). At School C (rural), however, 148 were
sent, and 105 students responded (71%). Finally, at School D (rural), of the 100
questionnaires distributed, 80 students responded (80%). At the second stage of selection,
responses from the smallest sample (School D, n = 80) were used as a baseline for
randomly selecting samples (stratified by gender and ethnicity) from each of the other
schools (School A, n = 84; School B, n = 84; School C, n = 72) for an average of 80 cases
from each of the schools. The demographic characteristics of students at the four schools

are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1

Demographic Characteristics by School

Urban School Rural School
Demographic A B C D
Ethnicity
Caucasian 28% 28% 69% 50%
Non-Caucasian 72% 72% 31% 50%
Hispanic/Latino 12% 49% 12% 19%
Asian 2% 2% 1% 9%
American Indian/Alaskan 1% 1% 8% 13%
Black/African American 46% 2% 1% 4%
Native Hawaiian/Pacific 1% 120 504 0%
Islander
Two or more races 10% 6% 4% 5%
Gender
Male 47% 45% 44% 56%
Female 53% 95% 56% 44%
Instrumentation

The instrument used in the study was the Authoritative School Climate Survey
(ASCS) developed by Cornell (2011). The original version of this instrument, named the
School Climate Bullying Survey (Cornell & Sheras, 2003), primarily measured school
climate. According to the authors’ analysis of data from several studies where the
instrument was employed, results revealed a trend of positive correlations between

disciplinary structures and student support. By this evidence, they developed the
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Authoritative School Climate Theory, which identifies schools where students report high
scores on these two dimensions as having an authoritative climate. The ASCS was
developed as a means of gaining a deeper understanding of the impact of these school
climate variables on student outcomes (Cornell, 2011).

The ASCS comprises 11 separate scales: student engagement, school disciplinary
structure, student support (respect for students), student support (willingness to seek
help), and academic expectations. Other scales included prevalence of teasing and
bullying, prevalence of teasing and bullying by teachers/staff, dating violence index,
sexual harassment index, aggressive attitudes, victim experiences, and bullying
experiences. A score for each scale is obtained by adding the ranks in a series of 4-point
Likert-scaled items ([1] Strongly disagree, [2] Disagree, [3] Agree, and [4] Strongly
agree). Additionally, the instrument contains a section each for peer nominations and
optional comments.

Because the scales of the ASCS work independently, the use of all scales is not
required to maintain reliability and validity of the instrument. For the current study, the
following six scales were selected: school disciplinary structure (seven items), student
support [respect for students and willingness to seek help] (eight items), prevalence of
teasing and bullying (five items), prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff (four items),
aggressive attitudes (six items), and bullying experiences (five items). Scores for bullying
experiences, unlike the other scales, were ranked on a scale ([1] never, [2] once or twice,
[3] about one per week, and [4] more than once per week). This instrument had two
validity screening items, #37 and #88. Based on answers given for these two questions,

27 cases were excluded. According to Cornell (2011), constructs on the ASCS have
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relatively high internal consistency with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for disciplinary
structure = .77, student support and bullying experiences = .85, and prevalence of
bullying and aggressive attitudes = .79.

In addition to information obtained for the various scales, demographic
information regarding educational aspirations, parent educational attainment, and number
of parents in the home was also obtained using the ASCS. Respondents’ characteristics

on these additional demographic variables are presented in Table 2.
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The version of the ASCS used in this study was developed for secondary school
level students in Grades 6-12 (Cornell, 2011). Given that the target population for this
study was seventh-grade students, four scales/sections (dating violence index, sexual
harassment index, peer nominations, and optional comments) on the instrument were
deemed either inappropriate for seventh-grade students or irrelevant to the current study.
For this reason, these four scales were omitted from the survey that was ultimately
administered to respondents.

Data Collection Procedures

Following Institutional Review Board approval on April 18, 2017 (see Appendix),
the researcher contacted administrators at each of the schools to schedule delivery of the
ASCS. Each superintendent provided a letter of consent for responses from their students
to be used in the study. Once permission was obtained from the superintendents, a link to
an electronic copy of the ASCS was forwarded to provide students access to the
questionnaire. Administrators at all the districts chose to use a 45-minute advisory period
to administer the 20-minute survey; therefore, instructional time was not lost.
Furthermore, due to spring testing, all districts administered the assessment during the
month of May of 2017.

Introductory statements on the questionnaire informed each respondent about the
purpose of the study and that their participation was voluntary. Furthermore, respondents
were reminded that their responses were anonymous, and they were free to disregard the
survey without penalty. It is worth noting that some students elected not to complete the
questionnaire (as reflected in the response rate), and other issues such as absenteeism and

technological difficulties also affected response rates. In all, data collection lasted for
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about two weeks. Once all the questionnaires were completed, the data were downloaded
and stored on a laptop computer that was password protected. In preparation for analysis,
the data were organized using Microsoft Excel.
Analytical Methods

To address each of the four hypotheses in this study, a hierarchical multiple
regression was conducted using IBM Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
version 22.0. For each analysis, the school climate variables (disciplinary structure and
student support), as well as demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and school
location), were entered as predictor variables. The demographic variables were entered in
the first block, and the school climate variables were entered in the second block.

Hierarchical multiple regression was deemed the most appropriate test of
significance because this technique permits the development and testing of explanatory
models for predictor variables that are regressed on continuous level outcome variables.
Furthermore, this technique allows researchers to separate and examine the unique
contribution to the overall model of variables in each of the blocks (Leech, Barrett, &
Morgan, 2015). In this study, the outcome variables for the hierarchical multiple
regression were the ASCS scales for the prevalence of bullying, the prevalence of
bullying by teachers/staff, self-reported aggressive attitudes, and bullying experiences. To
determine statistical significance, the researcher used an overall significance level of .05
with a Bonferroni adjusted significance level of .01.

Limitations
There are certain limitations to this study that are worth noting. The first set of

limitations is in regards to the primary instrument used in this study and therefore
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prevalence of bullying among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools after
controlling for demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and school location). To test this
hypothesis, a hierarchical linear regression model was developed. Before conducting
regression, the assumptions of linearity, normally distributed errors, and
homoscedasticity were checked using a residual plot. Examination of the residual plot
indicated that none of these assumptions were markedly violated. Because the
assumptions for hierarchical multiple regression were met, an initial model was
developed regressing the predictors on the outcome variable. Although this initial model
was statistically significant, F(2, 314) = 17.56, p < .001, a post hoc diagnosis of the
model revealed some threats to model fit. For instance, an examination of Tolerance
values revealed a potential problem with multicollinearity in Step 2 of the model. Two of
the predictor variables, Discipline Structure and Student Support, were found to be highly
correlated with Tolerance values exceeding a critical cut off [< 1 - R?]. To address this, a
composite variable, School Climate (Discipline Structure + Student Support), was created
and substituted in the model (Leech et al., 2015). Furthermore, as part of model
diagnosis, Cook’s Distances were examined to identify cases that may have an undue
influence on model. No influential cases (Cooks Distance > 1) were identified (Leech et
al., 2015). The correlation values of all variables in the revised model are presented in

Table 4.
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Table 4

Correlation Coefficients

2 4
1. Prevalence of Bullying 1.000 163* 122* .081 -.329**
2. School Location 1.000 -.051 -.051 -.138*
3. Gender 1.000 .097* .002
4. Ethnicity 1.000 .009
5. School Climate 1.000

Note. n = 320.
*p < .05. **p < .001.

Step 1 of the revised model (only demographic variables) yielded a result that

significantly predicted perceptions of the prevalence of bullying, F(3, 316) =5.50, p =

.001, adjusted R? = .04. However, as indicated by the value of R?, only 4% of the variance

in the perceptions of the prevalence of bullying could be predicted from students’

demographic characteristics. When the school climate variables were included in Step 2

of the model, prediction was improved, R? change = .10, F(1, 315) = 35.09, p <.001. The

null hypothesis was therefore rejected. A summary of the regression model is presented

in Table 5.
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Table 5

Model Predicting Perceptions of the Prevalence of Bullying

Model 1 SS df MS F p
Regression 195.89 3 65.30 5.50 .001
Residual 3754.86 316 11.88

Total 3950.75 319

Model 2

Regression 572.23 4 143.06 13.34 .000
Residual 3378.52 315 10.73

Total 3950.75 319

These findings indicate that school climate variables significantly contributed to the
prediction of the prevalence of bullying, after controlling for student demographic
characteristics, F(4, 315) = 13.34, p < .001, adjusted R? = .13. This is a medium effect
size according to Cohen (1988).

An examination of the beta weights of the individual predictors (See Table 6)
indicates that school climate (f =-.31) and school location (f = .13) had the highest beta
and contributed significantly to predicting the prevalence of bullying. Gender also
contributed significantly to predicting the prevalence of bullying. The beta weight for
gender (B = .12) indicated that females were more likely to perceive the prevalence of
bullying than males. The beta weight for school location (B = .13) indicated that students
in urban locations were more likely to perceive the prevalence of bullying than students
in rural locations. Students’ ethnicity (B = .08) did not significantly predict their

perceptions of bullying, implying that students’ ethnicity did not influence their
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perceptions of teasing and bullying in a significant way. School climate, on the other
hand, showed a negative relationship with the outcome (3 = -.31), indicating that students
who perceived an authoritative school climate had lower perceptions of the prevalence of

bullying at their schools.

Table 6

Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Prevalence of Bullying from School Climate
When Controlling for Demographic Factors (N = 320)

Variable B SEB B R? AR?
Model 1 .05 .05
School location 1.22 39 A7*
Gender .88 39 2%
Ethnicity 54 39 .08
Constant 10.04 87
Model 2 15 10
School location .92 37 A3*
Gender .86 37 12*
Ethnicity .55 37 .08
School Climate -17 .03 -.31**
Constant 17.77 1.55

*p <.05. ** p<.001.
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In conclusion, when perceptions of teasing and bullying were regressed on
demographic and school climate predictors, the model showed a clear relationship
between the predictor and outcome variables. Specifically, school climate was
statistically significant and the most important predictor of the outcome compared to the
students’ demographic characteristics. This relationship was such that perception of an
authoritative school climate was inversely related with perceptions of teasing and
bullying among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools. Furthermore, of the
student demographic variables, school location and gender were statistically significant
and important predictors in the model, and ethnicity was neither statistically significant
nor important.

Hypothesis 2

Hypothesis 2 stated that the combination of school climate variables (disciplinary
structure and student support) will not contribute to the prediction of perceptions of the
prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public
schools after controlling for demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and school
location). To test this hypothesis, a hierarchical linear regression model was developed.
Before conducting regression, the assumptions of linearity, normally distributed errors,
and homoscedasticity were checked using a residual plot. Examination of the residual
plot indicated that none of these assumptions were markedly violated. Because the
assumptions for hierarchical multiple regression were met, an initial model was
developed regressing the predictors on the outcome variable. Although this initial model
was statistically significant, F(2, 314) = 55.49, p <.001, a post hoc diagnosis of the

model revealed some threats to model fit. For instance, an examination of Tolerance
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values revealed a potential problem with multicollinearity in Step 2 of the model. Two of

the predictor variables, Discipline Structure and Student Support, were found to be highly

correlated with Tolerance values exceeding a critical cut off [<1- R?]. To address this, a

composite variable, School Climate (Discipline Structure + Student Support), was created

and substituted in the model (Leech et al., 2015). Furthermore, as part of model

diagnosis, Cook’s Distances were examined to identify cases that may have an undue

influence on model. No influential cases (Cooks Distance > 1) were identified (Leech et

al., 2015). The correlation values of all variables in the revised model are presented in

Table 7.

Table 7

Correlation Coefficients

1 2 3 4 5
L E;eﬁggsfszﬁyymg 1000 120+ 053 031  -518%
2. School Location 1.000 -.051 -.051 -.138*
3. Gender 1.000 .097* .002
4. Ethnicity 1.000 .009
5. School Climate 1.000

Note. N = 320.
*p < .05. **p < .001.

Step 1 of the revised model (only demographic variables) yielded a result that did

not significantly predict perceptions of the prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff, F(3,

316) = 2.03, p = 0.11, adjusted R?=.01. However, as indicated by the value of R?, only
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1% of the variance in the perception of the prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff could
be predicted from students’ demographic characteristics. When the school climate
variables were included in Step 2 of the model, prediction was improved, R? change =
.26, F(1, 315) = 111.04, p < .001. The null hypothesis was therefore rejected. A summary

of the regression model is presented in Table 8.

Table 8

Model Predicting Perceptions of the Prevalence of Bullying by Teachers/Staff

Model 1 SS Df MS F P
Regression 61.80 3 20.60 2.03 109
Residual 3200.70 316 10.13

Total 3262.50 319

Model 2

Regression 896.01 4 224.00 29.82 .000
Residual 2366.49 315 7.51

Total 3262.50 319

These findings indicate that school climate variables significantly contributed to the
prediction of the prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff, after controlling for student
demographic characteristics, F(4, 315) = 29.82, p < .001, adjusted R? = .27. This is a
larger than typical effect size according to Cohen (1988).

An examination of the beta weights of the individual predictors (See Table 9)

indicates that school climate (f = - .51) had the highest beta and contributed significantly

65



to predicting the prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff. School location (B = .05),

students’ gender (f = .05) and students’ ethnicity (f = .03) did not significantly predict

their perceptions of bullying by teachers/staff, implying these demographic factors did

not influence their perceptions of bullying by teachers/staff in a significant way. School

climate, on the other hand, showed a negative relationship with the outcome (f = - .51),

indicating that students who perceived an authoritative school climate had lower

perceptions of the prevalence of bullying by their teachers/staff at their schools.

Table 9

Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Prevalence of Bullying by Teachers/Staff
from School Climate When Controlling for Demographic Factors (N = 320)

Variable B SEB R? AR?
Model 1 .02 .02
School location .80 .36 A3*
Gender .36 .36 .06
Ethnicity 21 .36 .03
Constant 6.81 81
Model 2 .28 .26
School location .34 31 .05
Gender .34 31 .05
Ethnicity 21 31 .03
School Climate -.26 .02 -.51**
Constant 18.33 1.29

*p < .05. ** p < .001.
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In conclusion, when perceptions of bullying by teachers/staff was regressed on
demographic and school climate predictors, the model showed a clear relationship
between the predictor and outcome variables. Specifically, school climate was
statistically significant and the most important predictor of the outcome compared to the
students’ demographic characteristics. This relationship was such that perception of an
authoritative school climate was inversely related with perceptions of bullying by
teachers/staff among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools. Demographic
factors such as school location, gender, and ethnicity were neither statistically significant
nor important.

Hypothesis 3

Hypothesis 3 stated that the combination of school climate variables (disciplinary
structure and student support) will not contribute to the prediction of self-reported
aggressive attitudes of seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools after
controlling for demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and school location). To test this
hypothesis, a hierarchical linear regression model was developed. Before conducting
regression, the assumptions of linearity, normally distributed errors, and
homoscedasticity were checked using a residual plot. Examination of the residual plot
indicated that none of these assumptions were markedly violated. Because the
assumptions for hierarchical multiple regression were met, an initial model was
developed regressing the predictors on the outcome variable. Although this initial model
was statistically significant, F(2, 314) = 34.23, p <.001, a post hoc diagnosis of the
model revealed some threats to model fit. For instance, an examination of Tolerance

values revealed a potential problem with multicollinearity in Step 2 of the model. Two of
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the predictor variables, Discipline Structure and Student Support, were found to be highly

correlated with Tolerance values exceeding a critical cut off [< 1 - R?]. To address this, a

composite variable, School Climate (Discipline Structure + Student Support), was created

and substituted in the model (Leech et al., 2015). Furthermore, as part of model

diagnosis, Cook’s Distances were examined to identify cases that may have an undue

influence on model. No influential cases (Cooks Distance > 1) were identified (Leech et

al., 2015). The correlation values of all variables in the revised model are presented in

Table 10.

Table 10

Correlation Coefficients

1 2 3
1. Aggressive Attitudes 1.000 .096* -.195** -.073 -.410**
2. School Location 1.000 -.051 -.051 -.138*
3. Gender 1.000 .097* .002
4. Ethnicity 1.000 .009
5. School Climate 1.000

Note. n = 320.
*p < .05. **p < .001.

Step 1 of the revised model (only demographic variables) yielded a result that

significantly predicted aggressive attitudes, F(3, 316) = 5.33, p = .001, adjusted R? = .04.

However, as indicated by the value of R?, only 4% of the variance in aggressive attitudes
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could be predicted from students’ demographic characteristics. When the school climate
variables were included in Step 2 of the model, prediction was improved, R? change =
.16, F(1, 315) = 64.10, p < .001. The null hypothesis was therefore rejected. A summary

of the regression model is presented in Table 11.

Table 11

Model Predicting Perceptions of the Aggressive Attitudes

Model 1 SS df MS F p
Regression 172.96 3 57.66 5.33 .001
Residual 3418.02 316 10.82

Total 3590.99 319

Model 2

Regression 750.91 4 187.73 20.82 .000
Residual 2840.08 315 9.02

Total 3590.99 319

These findings indicate that school climate variables significantly contributed to the
prediction of self-reported aggressive attitudes, after controlling for student demographic
characteristics, F(4, 315) = 20.82, p < .001, adjusted R? = .20. This is a medium effect
size according to Cohen (1988).

An examination of the beta weights of the individual predictors (See Table 12)
indicates that school climate (B = - .41) and gender (B = -.19) had the highest beta and

contributed significantly to predicting of self-reported aggressive attitudes. School
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location (B =.03) and students’ ethnicity (p = -.05) did not significantly predict self-
reported aggressive attitudes, implying that neither school location nor students’ ethnicity
influenced self-reported aggressive attitudes in a significant way. School climate on the
other hand showed a negative relationship with the outcome (f = -.31), indicating that
students who perceived an authoritative school climate had lower perceptions of the
prevalence of bullying at their schools. Gender also showed a negative relationship with
the outcome (B = -.19), indicating that female students were more likely to have lower

perceptions of self-reported aggressive attitudes.
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Table 12

Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Aggressive Attitudes from School Climate
When Controlling for Demographic Factors (N = 320)

Variable B SEB B R? AR?
Model 1 .05 .05
School location 57 37 .08
Gender -1.26 37 - 19**
Ethnicity -.34 37 -.05
Constant 13.18 .83
Model 2 21 .16
School location 19 34 .03
Gender -1.27 34 - 19**
Ethnicity -.33 34 -.05
School Climate -21 .03 - 41%*
Constant 22.76 1.42

*p < .05. **p < .001.

In conclusion, when predictions of self-reported aggressive attitudes were
regressed on demographic and school climate predictors, the model showed a clear
relationship between the predictor and outcome variables. Specifically, school climate
and gender were statistically significant and the most important predictors of the outcome
compared to the students’ demographic characteristics. This relationship was such that

perception of an authoritative school climate and gender was inversely related with self-
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reported aggressive attitudes among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools.
Furthermore, school climate and gender were statistically significant and important
predictors in the model, and school location and ethnicity were neither statistically
significant nor important.
Hypothesis 4

Hypothesis 4 stated that the combination of school climate variables (disciplinary
structure and student support) will not contribute to the prediction of self-reported
bullying experiences among seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools after
controlling for demographic variables (gender, ethnicity, and school location). To test this
hypothesis, a hierarchical linear regression model was developed. Before conducting
regression, the assumptions of linearity, normally distributed errors, and
homoscedasticity were checked using a residual plot. Examination of the residual plot
indicated that none of these assumptions were markedly violated. Because the
assumptions for hierarchical multiple regression were met, an initial model was
developed regressing the predictors on the outcome variable. Although this initial model
was statistically significant, F(2, 314) = 15.13, p < .001, a post hoc diagnosis of the
model revealed some threats to model fit. For instance, an examination of Tolerance
values revealed a potential problem with multicollinearity in Step 2 of the model. Two of
the predictor variables, Discipline Structure and Student Support, were found to be highly
correlated with Tolerance values exceeding a critical cut off [<1 - R?]. To address this, a
composite variable, School Climate (Discipline Structure + Student Support), was created
and substituted in the model (Leech et al., 2015). Furthermore, as part of model

diagnosis, Cook’s Distances were examined to identify cases that may have an undue
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influence on model. No influential cases (Cooks Distance > 1) were identified (Leech et
al., 2015). The correlation values of all variables in the revised model are presented in

Table 13.

Table 13

Correlation Coefficients

1 2 3 4 5
1. Bullying Experiences 1.000 .037 .039 .094* -.296**
2. School Location 1.000 -.051 -.051 -.138*
3. Gender 1.000 .097* .002
4. Ethnicity 1.000 .009
5. School Climate 1.000

Note. n = 320.
*p <.05. **p < .001.

Step 1 of the revised model (only demographic variables) yielded a result that did
not significantly predicted perceptions of self-reported bullying experiences, F(3, 316) =
1.23, p = .30, adjusted R?=.002. However, as indicated by the value of R?, less than 1%
of the variance in the self-reported bullying experiences could be predicted from
students’ demographic characteristics. When the school climate variables were included
in Step 2 of the model, prediction was improved, R? change = .09, F(1, 315) = 30.23, p <
.001. The null hypothesis was therefore rejected. A summary of the regression model is

presented in Table 14.
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Table 14

Model Predicting Perceptions of Self-Reported Bullying Experiences

Model 1 SS df MS F p
Regression 42.35 3 14.12 1.23 299
Residual 3627.46 316 11.48

Total 3669.80 319

Model 2

Regression 360.01 4 90.00 8.57 .000
Residual 3309.79 315 10.51

Total 3669.80 319

These findings indicate that school climate variables significantly contributed to the
prediction of self-reported bullying experiences, after controlling for student
demographic characteristics, F(4, 315) = 8.57, p < .001, adjusted R? = .09. This is a small
effect size according to Cohen (1988).

An examination of the beta weights of the individual predictors (See Table 15)
indicates that school climate (f = -.30) had the highest beta and contributed significantly
to predicting self-reported bullying experiences. Demographic factors such as school
location (B =.002), gender (B = .03), and students’ ethnicity (f =.08) did not
significantly predict self-reported bullying experiences. No demographic factors were
found to be significant in predicting self-reported bullying experiences, implying that
school location, gender, or ethnicity do not influence bullying experiences in a significant

way. School climate on the other hand showed a negative relationship with the outcome
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(B =-.30), indicating that students who perceived an authoritative school climate had

lower perceptions of self-reported bullying experiences at their schools.

Table 15

Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Bullying Experiences from School Climate
When Controlling for Demographic Factors (N = 320)

Variable B SEB B R? AR?
Model 1 .002 012
School location .29 .38 .04
Gender 22 .38 .03
Ethnicity .63 .38 .09
Constant 6.70 .86
Model 2 .098 .087
School location .01 37 .002
Gender 21 37 .03
Ethnicity .64 37 10
School Climate -.16 .03 -.30**
Constant 13.80 1.53

*p < .05. **p < .001.

In conclusion, when self-reported bullying experiences were regressed on

demographic and school climate predictors, the model showed a clear relationship

between the predictor and outcome variables. Specifically, school climate was
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statistically significant and the most important predictor of the outcome compared to the
students’ demographic characteristics. This relationship was such that perception of an
authoritative school climate was inversely related with bullying experiences among
seventh-grade students in Arkansas public schools. School location, gender, and ethnicity
were neither statistically significant nor important.
Summary of Results

The results of the hierarchical multiple linear regression analyses indicate that
when controlling for demographic variables, seventh-grade students’ perceptions
regarding school climate is an important predictor of perceptions regarding the
prevalence of bullying, prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff, self-reported aggressive
behaviors, and self-reported bullying experiences compared to the influence of student

demographic characteristics, as evidenced in Table 16.

Table 16
Summary of Results

Bullying Related Outcomes

Predictors Prevalence By Teachers Aggressive Attitudes Experiences

Authoritative

wax*x waxx waxx Ak
School Climate Negative Negative Negative Negative
. Positive*
School Location (Urban) — — _
Gender Positive* (F) — Negative** (M) —

Ethnicity — — — —

*p < .05. **p < .001.
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Additionally, when perceptions regarding school climate were accounted for, the
demographic variables of school location and gender significantly predicted prevalence
of bullying among seventh-grade students. Students of urban schools were more likely to
perceive the prevalence of bullying at their schools compared to students in rural schools.
Likewise, female students were more likely to perceive the prevalence of bullying than
male students. Ethnicity, on the other hand, had no influence on the perception of the
prevalence of bullying. The only predictor variable that influenced the perceptions of
prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff among seventh-grade students was school
climate. School location, gender, and ethnicity had no influence on the perception of
prevalence of bullying by teachers/staff. Gender and school climate were the predictor
variables that influenced self-reported aggressive attitudes. School location and ethnicity
had no influence on the outcome. This was the only outcome that gender had a negative
relationship, which indicated that female students had lower perceptions of aggressive
attitudes than male students. The only predictor variable that influenced self-reported
bullying experiences was school climate. School location, gender, and ethnicity had no
influence on bullying experiences. Overall, school climate had a negative relationship
with all outcome variables, indicating that students who perceived an authoritative school
climate had lower perceptions of the prevalence of bullying, prevalence of bullying by

teachers/staff, aggressive attitudes, and bullying experiences.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION
Many factors impact the perception of bullying behaviors (Kim, 2006; Jones,
2013). Wiatrowski et al. (1981) claimed humans are born with a free will that must be
controlled by conforming to society with rules and consequences. Cornell (2015) found
that experiences children have and the environment to which they belong may foster
bullying behaviors. Therefore, providing authoritative school climates with discipline
structures and student supports theoretically increases overall success. The latest
examination of bullying contributed to the discussion that an authoritative school climate
influences seventh-grade students’ perceptions more so than demographic factors. These
findings further that conversation.
Findings and Conclusions
The primary aim of this study was to determine the extent to which school climate
variables explained Grade 7 students’ perceptions about bully-related outcomes at their
school while at the same time attempting to account for the variance in these perceptions
that may be attributable to students’ demographic characteristics. Anchored in social-
control theories and the authoritative school climate theories, emphasis in the
characterization of school climate in this study was given to two aspects of school
climate: discipline structure and student support. Preliminary data analysis confirmed the

strong correlation between these two dimensions of school climate, and as a result, these
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were treated as a single construct throughout data analysis. Furthermore, in line with the
relevant literature, demographic characteristics in this study were limited to school
location, gender, and ethnicity in line with the relevant literature.

Overall, students’ demographic characteristics provided only limited insights for
understanding the phenomenon of bullying as perceived by Arkansas students in the
seventh grade. However, when school climate variables were included in each of the
explanatory models for prevalence of bullying (Hypothesis 1), bullying by teachers and
staff (Hypothesis 2), aggressive attitudes (Hypothesis 3), and bullying experiences
(Hypothesis 4), the explanation of the bullying-related outcomes above and beyond any
of the demographic characteristics was greatly improved. Furthermore, not only were the
models including school climate variables statistically significant, but the magnitude of
variance explained in each of the models confirm these models of explanation were
potentially of practical importance.

School Climate

The findings indicated school climate is an extremely important component in
explaining the perception about bullying among seventh-grade students. In this study, this
importance is conveyed across all four bullying-related outcomes investigated. This
connection is such that students who perceived their school climate as non-authoritative
(as opposed to authoritative) were also more likely to perceive higher levels of bullying,
therefore, concluding that perceptions of an authoritative school climate is an important
negative predictor of perceptions of the general prevalence of bullying, bullying by
teachers and staff, aggressive attitudes, and bullying experiences among Grade 7 students

in this study. The findings in this study are similar to those by Gottfredson et al. (2005)
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who noted that when students perceive their school environment as authoritative,
delinquent behaviors and peer victimization actually decrease. Deviations from this
pattern worth noting exist in this study. Lau (1996), for instance, stated that in some
cultures, such as Chinese, students might be just as successful in authoritarian school
climates because their home environment would be similar. Likewise, Miezitis (1971)
stated that permissive school climates, such as Montessori schools, are more productive
in positive child development. Whatever the case may be, the findings in this study
provide additional evidence of the importance of school climate when trying to
understand students’ social or behavioral outcomes.

Demographic Characteristics

The demographic characteristics of students, however, proved to be of little, or
very limited, significance for explaining students’ perceptions of bullying across all four
outcomes. Furthermore, although each of the models that included only demographic
characteristics was statistically significant, the effect sizes were generally too small to be
of practical significance. This is especially true when considering the larger effect sizes
observed when school climate variables were added to these models. The apparent
influence of the demographic factors was considerably diminished.

School location. The influence of school location (urban versus rural), for
instance, appeared to be of only marginal importance for explaining middle school
students’ perceptions across the bullying outcomes. The strongest indicator was in
regards to opinions about overall prevalence of bullying. The findings here suggested that
students at urban schools tended to perceive higher levels of overall bullying at their

schools. School location, however, was not an important predictor of middle school
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students’ perceptions about bullying by teachers and staff, aggressive attitudes, or
bullying experiences.

In regards to school location, a common theme throughout the literature did not
support or oppose an impact on the perceptions of bullying. The assumption being, as
found in this study, that school location was not a significant factor in predicting the
perceptions of bullying behaviors (Gentry, 2008; Gist, 2012; Gottfredson & Dipietro,
2011). Students in both urban and rural schools share similar perceptions regarding
bullying.

Gender. As with the case of school location, the findings in this study regarding
the influence of gender were limited. Specifically, the influence of gender was noticed
when overall perceptions of bullying were considered (Hypothesis 1). This influence was
such that being a female student was related to having higher perceptions of the
prevalence of bullying. Similarly, being a male student was significantly related to having
higher levels of the perception of aggressive attitudes (Hypothesis 3). However, for the
remaining outcomes (bullying by teachers and staff-Hypothesis 2; bullying experiences-
Hypothesis 4), gender did not appear to be particularly useful when predicting students’
perceptions. The findings in this study were similar to previous findings, indicating
females were more sensitive to the prevalence of bullying (Carbone-Lopez et al., 2010),
and males were more likely to notice aggressive behaviors (Taylor, 2009). However, the
findings here differ in that they suggest a relatively less important role for gender,
especially when compared to school climate.

Ethnicity. A particularly interesting finding in this study was that knowing

students’ ethnicities (Caucasian or Non-Caucasian) did not provide a statistically or
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important contribution to the explanation of their perceptions of bullying outcomes. This
lack of importance was uniform across all four bullying perception outcomes investigated
in this study: prevalence of bullying (Hypothesis 1), bullying by teachers and staff
(Hypothesis 2), aggressive attitudes (Hypothesis 3), and bullying experiences
(Hypothesis 4). These findings support the conclusion of Konold et al. (2016) that
students of all ethnicities benefited from an authoritative school climate. All students,
regardless of ethnicity, are successful when the school climate provides high discipline
structure and high student support. In an authoritative school climate, the ethnicity of
Grade 7 students did not influence perceptions of bullying.
Conclusions

The findings in this study have led to a modification of the original conceptual
framework (see Figure 1) regarding the relationship between perceptions of bullying by
Grade 7 students in Arkansas as influenced by school climate variables and demographic

characteristics (see Figure 2).
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This revised framework takes into account the dominant influence of school climate in
predicting perceptions of bullying across all the outcomes investigated in this study.
Implications

One important implication of this study is that this sheds light on a critical issue
affecting school-age students in the United States. It is unfortunate that any group of
students should have high perceptions of the prevalence of bullying at their schools. Even
more unfortunate, students have such perceptions regarding their teachers and staff at
their schools. The findings in this study, though mixed, have meaningful implications for
educators, educational administrators, and policymakers.

First and foremost, these findings provide empirical evidence that supports the
Authoritative School Climate theory by determining that perceptions of an authoritative
climate indeed influenced students’ perceptions of bullying behaviors. Gregory et al.
(2011) and Voight (2013) claimed that authoritative schools were structured to provide
positive school climates in which students were supported with clear academic and
behavioral expectations. Students scored both discipline structure and student support
high in the four districts used in this study, indicating that students perceived these
districts as already providing authoritative climates. This finding is important to consider
because an authoritative school climate would be the first step school administrators
would seek in order to defuse bullying behaviors, confirming that school climate may be
as important as selecting the right curriculum for student learning. School administrators
should work hard to maintain or build an authoritative school climate to reduce

perceptions of bullying.
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Another important implication of this study is that an authoritative school climate
positively impacts school location, gender, and ethnicity. In other words, authoritative
school climates appear to support students of all three investigated. School administrators
have no need to consider special interventions to create climates that are overly sensitive
to school location, gender, or even ethnic and cultural variations, so long as the school
climate is by nature authoritative. By appearance, the benefits of the structure in
authoritative school climates subsume the challenges that are normally posed in diverse
population school settings.

Finally, these findings imply that school administrators and teacher preparatory
programs should attend to school climate and bullying. Administrators in training and
pre-service teachers must be educated in the importance of building and maintaining
conducive climates within their classrooms and schools. This study determined that
school climate influences perceptions of bullying; therefore, by helping educators
effectively attend to this, a focus on educating youth instead of an emphasis on negative
behaviors can occur.

Demographic factors in this study had no influence on the prevalence of bullying
by teachers/staff and bullying experiences. Therefore, school administrators should focus
their interventions and policies on improving overall climate in lieu of using valuable
resources and energies trying to overcompensate for differences between teachers,

students, and staff in demographic characteristics (school location, gender, and ethnicity).
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Recommendations
Potential for Practice/Policy

This study investigated the perceptions of school climate in order to inform school
administrators about the importance of an authoritative school climate. The researcher
found authoritative school climates were statistically significant in reducing the
perception of bullying in four scales: the prevalence of bullying, the prevalence of
bullying by teachers/staff, self-reported aggressive attitudes, and self-reported bullying
experiences. The following recommendations presented the importance of authoritative
school climates in reducing bullying behaviors and providing learning environments that
promote student success.

First, school administrators must place a high importance on maintaining or
building an authoritative school climate to ensure low perceptions of bullying. When
perceptions of bullying decrease, students feel safe; therefore, based on Maslow (1943),
students will be more successful, engage in school activities, and become self-sufficient
members of society. School administrators should strive to frequently engage all
stakeholders connected to their buildings, including students, teachers, parents,
custodians, bus drivers, cafeteria personnel, and community. Building positive
relationships will provide school administrators opportunities to monitor perceptions of
the school climate.

A second recommendation is that school administrators must acknowledge the
need for students to interact and feel connected to authoritative environments outside of
the structure of school in order to survive and thrive (Laursen, 2014). This connection to

society also ensures mental and social stability throughout adulthood (Laursen, 2014).
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This connection to society can be found in a variety of programs such as youth centers,
libraries, sporting events, and parks. Another way for schools to connect to the
community would be through project-based learning experiences. These experiences
allow students to gain content knowledge by working collaboratively to investigate a
challenge within their community. These type of experiences grant another connection to
an authoritative climate.

Likewise, school administrators should encourage students to stand against
bullying behaviors, not only to other students but to teachers and staff as well. Siu et al.
(2012) supported the diffusion of responsibility phenomenon by stating witnesses are
under the belief that others present will or should take action, implying the accountability
a witness feels to intervene will decrease among groups of three or more. School
administrators could develop a bystander’s courage to intercede through the teaching and
practice of tolerance. The American Psychological Association (n.d.) reported that
differences are respected and appreciated among others when tolerance is taught as the
standard in the classroom. In this study, the researcher found that demographic factors
had little influence on bullying behaviors; therefore, teaching tolerance applies to all
students regardless of demographic differences. Tolerance, the understanding and valuing
of others, is a lifelong skill that will benefit all members of society. Children’s books,
websites, and anti-bullying programs should be used to empower students to stand
against bullying behaviors; yet, the best strategy would be practice. Learning how to
express thoughts and feelings verbally should be encouraged and practiced repeatedly

within the classroom.
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Finally, colleges of education should make instruction about school climate and
bullying behaviors a key part of administrator and teacher preparation. Colleges and
universities should develop a curriculum that instructs pre-service teachers in how to
build and maintain an authoritative school climate for their classrooms. Standard 5 of the
Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (Council of Chief State School Officers,
2015) instructs educational leaders to be effective in cultivating an inclusive, caring, and
supportive school community, promoting academic success and emotional well-being of
each student. Learning how to provide an authoritative classroom is extremely critical in
preparing pre-service teachers and administrators. The fundamental elements of
authoritative school climates, discipline structure and student support, must be explained
and practiced until educators feel confident with their implementation.

Future Research Considerations

Some of the findings in this study help to explain the influences on seventh-grade
students’ perceptions of bullying. However, much work needs to be done to understand
the phenomenon better. Further research into students’ perceptions of bullying,
perceptions of bullying by teachers/staff, aggressive attitudes, and bullying experiences is
needed. In order to fully understand these influential factors, recommendations for further
investigation are as follows.

1. Aninvestigation of high school students should be conducted. Limited
research exists about the perceptions of bullying behaviors at the high school
level with the majority in the pre-technology era. Another researcher may find
value in examining cyberbully with this age group to determine whether an

authoritative climate significantly influences this type of bullying behavior.
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2.

3.

4.

A researcher could investigate the socioeconomic status of students. Because
the combination of demographic factors used in this study (school location,
gender, and ethnicity) was limited in influence, a researcher might consider
researching the socioeconomic status of students to determine its influence.

A multi-year study could focus on female or male students in regard to
cyberbullying. A recommendation would be to follow a cohort of females or
males through adolescence to analyze perceptions of bullying behaviors with a
focus on cyberbullying as they age.

A researcher could explore how authoritative school climates are developed
and sustained over time. A researcher might want to interview building
administrators where both teachers and students perceive the school climate as
authoritative. This may provide insight as to how an authoritative school
climate can be developed and maintained in training future instructional
leaders.

A study that examines teacher perceptions might also be valuable. A
researcher may want to use the teacher-version of the ASCS to determine the

influence of school climate on bullying behaviors from teachers’ perceptions.

Authoritative school climates provide the nurturing environment where students

feel safe to thrive in their education (Thapa et al., 2012). According to Cornell et al.
(2016), students in authoritative school climates demonstrate higher levels of
engagement, achievement, and aspirations. In authoritative climates, students are not
worried about failing in front of their teachers or peers because mistakes are viewed as

part of learning. Various activities and programs that encourage students to get involved
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provide students with a sense of belonging to the larger community (Halstead, 2015; Katz
& Porath, 2011). Student achievement and development are, of course, important;
however, the most significant conclusion this researcher found was that authoritative
school climates reduced perceptions of bullying behaviors. In authoritative school
climates, students are encouraged to appreciate differences among themselves because
tolerance is expected (American Psychological Association, n.d.). Now is the time for
educators to create an environment that educates and prepares the next generation by

teaching them tolerance and respect as well as academics.
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