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Abstract
Highly responsive teachers tend to foster behaviors that are low in conflict and high
in prosociality, among their students, leading to a positive classroom climate and to
a decrease in bullying victimization. However, little is known about the interaction
between teacher responsiveness and both student–teacher, and student–student rela-
tionship characteristics, in influencing students’ bullying victimization at school.
Here, we examined student–teacher relationship quality and students’ likeability
among peers as predictors of in-school victimization. Additionally, we investigated
the moderating role of teacher responsiveness over this link. Study sample consisted
of 386 early-adolescent students (55.2% female, mean age [SD] = 12.17 [0.73]) and
19 main teachers (females, n = 14). Findings indicated that students’ exposure to
victimization was positively associated with student–teacher conflict and negatively
associated with likeability among classroom peers. Teacher responsiveness did not
show a significant direct association with bullying victimization. However, when
teachers showed high responsiveness, the strength of the association between
student–teacher conflict and students’ likelihood of bullying victimization was
slightly increased. The present study highlights the importance of considering the
role of teacher responsiveness when modeling the link between student and teacher
relationship quality and in school bullying victimization.
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Introduction

Victimization by school peers is a widespread phenomenon and needs to be urgently addressed
(Longobardi et al. 2017; Longobardi et al. 2018; Longobardi et al. 2019; Marengo et al. 2018).
Approximately, 13% of 11 to 15 year olds worldwide are victims of bullying (Craig et al. 2009) and
that the prevalence of bullying victimization has increased over the past decades (Cosma et al.
2017). As regards Italy, the results of the last population-wide survey by the ItalianNational Institute
of Statistics showed that just over 50% students aged 11 to 17 years olds report having suffered
some offensive or violent episodes by other boys or girls in the previous 12 months (ISTAT 2015).

Several studies on school bullying have shown that victimization by peers can have
pervasive consequences, with both short- and long-term effects on the psychological well-
being of the victims of bullies (for a meta-analysis, see Schoeler et al. 2018). Recent data
showed various potential psychopathological outcomes, frequently classified as externalizing
symptoms such as conduct problems, delinquency, or substance use (Quinn and Stewart 2018)
and internalizing symptoms such as depression and anxiety (Lee and Vaillancourt 2018).

Given the pervasiveness of bullying victimization and the severity of its consequences for
students’ welfare, it is essential to investigate potential risk and protective factors, both at the
individual and group levels. Among these factors is the quality of students’ relationships with
individuals they spend time with at school, including not only their classroom peers but also
their teachers (e.g., Elledge et al. 2016). Beyond that, certain characteristics of teachers, such
as their responsiveness in interacting with the classroom, have been suggested to play a role in
this process (Serdiouk et al. 2015). In the present study, we propose an investigation of the
interplay between these factors facilitating the risk of students’ victimization by their school
peers. In doing this, we refer to the traditional definition by Olweus (1993), in which bullying
is defined as a frequent, repeated, and unjustifiable verbal, physical, and psychological
aggression that involves power asymmetry between the victim and the bully. A similar, albeit
more recent definition (Gladden et al. 2014), describes bullying as (1) any unwanted aggres-
sive behavior or behaviors directed toward a victim by a peer, or group of peers, in which the
(2) victim is, or is perceived to be, lower in power compared with the aggressor/s, (3) the
aggression toward the victim happens one or multiple times, causing (4) physical, psycholog-
ical, educational, or social harm to the victim (Gladden et al. 2014). Victimization by bullies
may be direct, i.e., including face-to-face verbal or physical confrontations, or indirect, such as
spreading rumors about the victim via notes or computer-mediated communication in an effort
to isolate the victim (Prino et al. 2019). In the present study, we refer to bullying victimization
as a broad concept, without making distinctions between different forms of aggression. In
referring to a traditional definition of bullying victimization, we distinguish ourselves from a
less specific definition of peer victimization, which although similar, does not entail the
existence of a power imbalance between the victims and the aggressors (Hunter et al. 2007;
Söderberg and Björkqvist 2020).

Concerning the risk factors of bullying victimization, previous findings have highlighted
the importance of the students’ likeability among peers, intended as a measure of peer
acceptance related to the extent to which peers “like” or “dislike” a classmate or a person in
a social group (e.g., their “social status, Manring et al. 2017; Wentzel 2003). Victims of
bullying tend to be less liked than bully aggressors and bystanders, and they are more likely to
experience rejection by peers (de Bruyn et al. 2010). Specifically, victims seem to be at the
bottom of the social ranking. They are characterized by a low-level social status and likeability
among peers (de Bruyn et al. 2010), although the impact of bullying victimization on
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likeability and acceptance among peers may vary depending on the characteristics of both the
victim and the perpetrator of the aggression (e.g., gender differences, Veenstra et al. 2010).
Overall, it is widely accepted that a strong association exists between various interpersonal
problems, such as negative friendship quality, peer rejection, low peer acceptance and having
few friends, and the risk of being victimized by peers (Hawker and Boulton 2000).

Previous studies also found that the quality of the student–teacher relationship may play a
crucial role in reducing the risk of victimization by bullies (Camodeca and Coppola 2019; Iotti
et al. 2020; Longobardi et al. 2018;Marengo et al. 2018). According to the attachment perspective
on student–teacher relationships (Pianta 1999), teachers represent a “secure base” that may
provide positive relational models, characterized by closeness and support. These models can
compensate for previous experiences of insecure attachment (Longobardi et al. 2016; Longobardi
et al. 2019; Marengo et al. 2019; Prino et al. 2019; Quaglia et al. 2013). In turn, several studies
showed that a correlation exists between conflictual student–teacher relationships and an in-
creased risk of school bullying among students (Elledge et al. 2016; Longobardi et al. 2018;
Marengo et al. 2018). Thus, it could be argued that the student–teacher relationship could
represent either a risk factor or a protective factor for bullying victimization, depending on the
quality of the relationship. Findings indicate that a student–teacher relationship characterized by a
low level of conflict and a high level of closeness and sensitivity tends to promote increased
prosocial behavior and lowered aggressive behavior among students (Jungert et al. 2016;
Longobardi et al. 2018; Marengo et al. 2018), as well as reduced internalizing and externalizing
symptoms, and increased academic commitment (Hamre and Pianta 2001; Longobardi et al.
2016; Longobardi et al. 2019; Marengo et al. 2019; Prino et al. 2019). Most importantly, it
generally promotes a positive classroom climate (Hamre and Pianta 2001), and increases
acceptance and likeability among peers (Hendrickx et al. 2016), and plays a role in buffering
the link between low peer acceptance and victimization by school peers (Elledge et al. 2016).
Through the interaction with the teacher, students may internalize a positive relational model that
can be reiterated in other contexts and in peer relationships (Marengo, et al. 2019). In contrast, a
negative student–teacher relationship characterized by conflict compromises teachers’ ability to
promote and carry out the aforementioned functions. An unsupportive and conflictual student–
teacher relationship can result in an increased risk of victimization among potentially at-risk
students. Indeed, faced with this type of relationship, teachers may feel less motivated to act in
adolescents’ victimization episodes. As a result, they could be less effective in supporting the
development of coping and conflict management skills of the student (Elledge et al. 2016).

Among the key factors promoting a positive student–teacher relationship is the ability of the
teacher to foster responsive and sensitive interactions in the classroom (e.g., Baroody et al.
2014). Teacher responsiveness can be defined as the ability to provide students with emotional
support (e.g., providing comfort, warmth) and to meet students’ needs as individual learners by
providing sensitive and timely instructional and organizational support (Walker and Hoover-
Dempsey 2015). Responsive teachers promote students’ academic achievement and behavior
(Hamre and Pianta 2001), engagement (Furrer and Skinner 2003), academic motivation (Ryan
et al. 1994) and prosocial behavior (Birch and Ladd 1998). Teachers who demonstrate an
emotional connection to students and teachers who are responsive to students’ needs may offer
a positive model of relational skills, crucial for a positive peer relationships and, at the same
time, they could establish a climate where positive peer relationships can flourish (Gest and
Rodkin 2011). As such, classrooms with teachers who are sensitive and supportive to students’
needs have been shown to be characterized by lower levels of bullying (e.g., Wei et al. 2010),
higher levels of prosocial behavior (Luckner and Pianta 2011) and less rejection of withdrawn

491The links between students’ relationships with teachers, likeability...



children (Chang et al. 2007), as well as overall more positive student–teacher relationship
quality (e.g., Marengo et al. 2019).

Shell et al. (2014) found evidence of a link existing between a decrease in the teacher
responsiveness in providing emotional support, and an increased victimization in the transition
from primary to middle school. Similarly, Braun et al. (2019) found evidence of significant
positive associations between teacher responsiveness score and students’ perceptions of their
classroom peers as less aggressive, and more prosocial. In turn, Serdiouk et al. (2015) found
that teacher responsiveness was not directly associated with in-school victimization in the
sample of primary school students. Although many studies exist concerning the association
between teacher responsiveness and victimization by school peers, findings concerning the
role of responsive teachers in buffering the effect of individual student characteristics as factors
in in-school bullying victimization are scarce and inconclusive (e.g., Serdiouk et al. 2015). As
noted above, the quality of students’ relationship with their peers and teachers is expected to
have an influence on their likelihood to be involved in victimization at school (e.g., de Bruyn
et al. 2010; Elledge et al. 2016; Longobardi et al. 2018; Marengo et al. 2018). It is reasonable
to expect that differences in teachers’ responsiveness in managing classroom interactions
might be related to the ability to buffer the effect of these characteristics as facilitators of
students’ victimization by school peers.

In light of these considerations, with the present study, we aim to investigate the links
between teacher responsiveness, self-reported student–teacher relationship quality (i.e., close-
ness and conflict), students’ likeability among their classroom peers (operationalized via
sociometric social preference), and students’ risk of in-school bullying victimization in early
adolescence. Extending previous studies, we examine teacher responsiveness as a moderator
of the links between student–teacher closeness and conflict, and likeability among classroom
peers, and the likelihood of being bullied by school peers. In exploring these effects, we also
control for the effects of age and gender. According to the literature, gender and age are
generally observed to play a role in the risk of bullying victimization (e.g., Ettekal and Ladd
2017; Longobardi et al. 2019; Marengo et al. 2019; Prino et al. 2019), therefore we control for
these variables in exploring these effects. Based on the existing findings, we hypothesize that
student–teacher relationship high in conflict might be related to an increase of the risk of
bullying victimization. In turn, we expect that student–teacher closeness and likeability among
classroom peers might protect student from the risk of victimization by classroom peers. As
regards the investigation of the role of teacher responsiveness, because of the scarcity and
mixed nature of previous findings, our aim is mostly exploratory.

Method

Procedure and sample

We recruited a convenience sample consisting of 412 lower-secondary (grades 6–8) students
clustered in 20 classrooms in four public schools from urban areas in Northern Italy. We also
recruited students’ main teachers (N = 20)—i.e., teachers who spend the highest amount of
weekly lesson time in the classroom. It is worthy to note that in the Italian school system, it is
typical for main teachers to teach to the same group of students from grades 6 to 8. Students
change their main teacher and classroom peers when they progress to the next school level
(e.g., when transitioning from lower-secondary school to high school). Participation in the
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research involved a series of observational classroom assessments conducted by trained
observers using the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS). Additionally, students
and teachers completed a set of self-report questionnaires. Administration of questionnaire to
students took place in the classroom under the supervision of an external observer. Prior to
questionnaire administration, students were informed about the expected average administra-
tion time for all sections of the questionnaire (1 h), the possibility to quit from participating in
the study at any time, and handling of collected data for privacy purposes. The teacher was not
present in the classroom during questionnaire administration.

For each classroom, data collection took place at different time points during the last 4 months
of school year, starting in March 2018. Observation in the classroom using the CLASS system
was performed before administering questionnaires to students. Prior to data collection, we
obtained written and informed consent from all students and their parents. The teachers from
the participating classrooms were also asked to sign an informed consent form to take part in the
study. In compliance with the ethical code of the Italian Association for Psychology, all the
participants were assured of data confidentiality and of the nature and objective of the study. They
were also advised that participation in the study was voluntary and that they could withdraw from
the study at any time. The study was approved by the IRB of the university (protocol no. 13432).

After the exclusion of one teacher who failed to answer the questionnaire and five students
with incomplete questionnaire data, the final sample consisted of 386 students from 19
classrooms, with an average number of 20.68 students per classroom (SD = 2.65), and
including 55.2% female students with a mean age of 12.17 (SD = 0.73) years. As regards
students’ citizenship status, 85% of students indicated being Italian citizens; a minority of
students (~1%) reported having a citizenship from other countries from the European Union
(EU), while the remaining students (~14%) had an extra-EU citizenship. As regards students’
average academic achievement, based on the Italian grades system for the secondary school, in
which grades range from 1 (extremely poor) to 10 (excellence), and 6 indicates passing
(sufficiency), the average of students’ grades in the sample was 7.47 (SD = 1.26).

This final sample included 19 teachers, of which n = 14 females, and n = 5 males, with a
mean age of 54.89 (SD = 5.70) years, with an average teaching experience of 22.84 (SD =
9.01) years. At the time of recruitment, on average, the teachers had been teaching in the same
classroom for 1.61 (SD = 0.98) years, spending on average 8.11 (SD = 2.51) h with the same
students in a typical school week.

Instruments

Bullying victimization

Students’ involvement in bullying victimization was assessed using a version of the Olweus
Bully/Victim Questionnaire (Olweus 1993) adapted for use in an Italian school (Genta et al.
1996). In the questionnaire, a definition of bullying was provided to students in order for them
to have a clear understanding of what they were expected to rate. In the definition, a
victimization event was described as involving physical (e.g., “when a child is hit, kicked,
threatened, locked inside a room”), verbal (“when another child, or a group of children, say
nasty and unpleasant things to” the victim), or relational types (e.g., “when no one ever talks
to” the victim) of aggression involving a power imbalance between the victim and the bully,
and a repetition in time. A full transcript of the definition provided to students in the
questionnaire is reported in Genta et al. (1996).
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The participants were asked to rate their frequency of bullying victimization via the
following target question: “How often have you been bullied at school in the past couple of
months?” The students could rate the frequency of victimization using the following response
categories: “It hasn’t happened to me in the past couple months,” “Only once or twice”,
“About once a week,” or “Several times a week”. Students who answered “only once or twice”
or more to the target question were considered victims of school bullying. We used this scoring
approach (also called the “at-least-once” criterion) to identify school victims, as it is expected
to have the strongest convergent validity with other observant-based approaches (e.g., peer
nominations) ( Lee and Cornell 2009). Test–retest reliability of the questionnaire is known to
be satisfactory (Genta et al. 1996; Olweus 1997). Based on this approach, we created a
dichotomous variable by coding as 1 the 87 (22.5%) students that reported being victims of
bullying by school peers in the previous couple of months, and coding 0 the remaining 299
(77.5%) students who did not report being involved in bullying events. The prevalence rate
was similar to that reported by previous findings using the same questionnaire in the Italian
context (e.g., Genta et al. 1996; Nocentini and Menesini 2016).

Teacher responsiveness

Teacher responsiveness was assessed using the Italian version of the CLASS (Pianta et al. 2008;
Longobardi et al. 2020). The CLASS is an observational assessment performed by trained
observers over the course of a series of classrooms which can be used to assess different aspects
of teachers’ interaction with their classroom, including emotional and instructional support to
students, as well as an organizational component of teachers’ responsiveness and a global
teacher responsiveness score. More specifically, using the CLASS, 10 components of teachers’
interactions with the students in the classroomwere scored on a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 7,
namely, a positive climate, a negative climate, teacher sensitivity, regard for student perspec-
tive, behavior management, productivity, instructional learning formats, concept development,
quality of feedback, and language modeling. For more information on the constructs assessed
by CLASS observational system, see Pianta et al. (2008).

For the purpose of the present study, assessment was performed by six (n = 6) observers.
Prior to performing the observations, the observers attended a 40-h training including a 12-h
preparatory training on CLASS characteristics (e.g.., dimensions, and coding criteria), and a
series of sessions including group and individual coding practice conducted using videos of
classroom activities until an 80% interrater agreement was achieved (Pianta et al. 2008). In
each classroom, the observers underwent six 20-minute observations, using notes to record
specific events related to each CLASS dimension, followed by a coding session taking place in
the 10 min following the observation. The six observations were carried out at different times
of the day and week to capture the teacher’s different activities with the class and to
compensate for possible tiredness due to the end of the day or week. The classes were
observed over a period of three months. Observations were performed as planned in all the
participating classes, and no data were missing.

Scoring the CLASS system traditionally requires combining the observers’ coding of the 10
components to form three domain scores: emotional support, instructional support, and
classroom organization. Due to the strong correlations between these three CLASS dimen-
sions, they are expected to share a large portion of common variance, suggesting the existence
of a general teacher responsiveness dimension explaining most of the variance in collected
data (Longobardi et al. 2020). For this reason, recent studies have proposed an alternative
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scoring procedure based on confirmatory factor analysis (i.e., a scoring procedure based on a
bifactor model) (e.g., Hamre et al. 2014; Longobardi et al. 2020). Using the bifactor approach,
the 10 components are allowed to load both on a general factor and on domain-specific scales,
which are modeled as orthogonal. For the purpose of this study, we employed the bifactor
modeling procedure proposed by Longobardi et al. (2020) to obtain a single indicator of
teaching responsiveness. More specifically, using the approach of Longobardi et al. (2020) and
the collected CLASS data, for each teacher we computed factor scores for the general factor of
“teacher responsiveness”. The score showed high score reliability (MacDonald’s ω = .94).

Student–teacher relationship quality

The quality of the student–teacher relationship was assessed using the Student Perception of
Affective Relationship with Teacher Scale (Koomen and Jellesma 2015). This scale consists of 25
items investigating three dimensions of student–teacher relationships from the point of view of the
student, namely, closeness, conflict, and negative expectations. Students were instructed to
answer the questionnaire items thinking about their current relationship with the main teacher
of the classroom. For the purpose of the present study, we administered the closeness scale (8
items), which assesses students’ positive feelings toward and reliance on their teacher (e.g., “I feel
most at ease when my teacher is near,” “When I feel uncomfortable, I go to my teacher for help
and comfort,” and “I think I have a good relationship with my teacher”), and conflict scale (10
items). The latter refers to students’ perceptions of the extent of their negative behavior and their
teachers’ attitudes toward them (e.g., “I guess my teacher gets tired of me in class,” “I quarrel
easily with my teacher,” and “I feel my teacher doesn’t trust me”). The 18 items are answered
using a 5-point response scale, ranging from 1 (“no, that is not true”) to 5 (“yes, that is true”). The
scales showed adequate score reliability (Closeness: MacDonald’s ω = .82; Conflict:
MacDonald’sω = .78).

Students’ likeability among classroom peers

Each participant’s likeability among classroom peers was assessed using a sociometric
approach. Specifically, we used a peer nomination questionnaire inspired by Moreno’s
(1934) sociogram techniques and the sociometric strategy of Coie et al. (1982) to assess
students’ statuses among their classroom peers. The administered questionnaire consisted
of six questions (three positive and three negative) requiring the students to nominate
three of their peers. The questions were as follows: (a) “Who would you want as a table
partner?,” (b) “Who would you want as a schoolwork partner?,” (c) “Who would you
want as a field trip buddy?,” (d) “Who would you NOT want as a table partner?,” (e)
“Who would you NOT want as a schoolwork partner?,” and (f) “Who would you NOT
want as a field trip buddy?.” To obtain an indicator of the students’ statuses in the
classroom, we followed the sociometric strategy proposed by Coie et al. (1982) by
combining the number of positive and negative nominations received by each student
and producing a single indicator of the student’s status in the classroom ( i.e., the social
preference score). For each student, we computed the average of the positive nomina-
tions received from all their peers (“liked most” [LM] scores), and the average of the
negative nominations received by each student (“liked least” [LL] scores). The LL and
LM scores were then transformed to standard scores by classroom (ZLM, ZLL scores).
As a final step, the social preference score was computed by subtracting the ZLL score
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from the ZLM score, thus obtaining an indicator of the status of the student among their
peers. Higher social preference scores indicate greater likeability by classroom peers.

Strategy of analysis

First, we computed descriptive statistics for the study variables. Then we computed Pearson’s
correlations among level-1 variables. For computing cross-level correlations between level-1
(student) variables and the level-2 teacher responsiveness score, the latter variable was
disaggregated by assigning each member of the classroom the same value, thus.

Next, we investigated the presence on nonindependence in the outcome variable (i.e.,
bullying victimization) by computing the intraclass correlation (ICC) coefficient, and the
relative design effect. A design effect > 2 is typically considered indicating the presence of
nonnegligible lack of independence among clustered observations (Muthén & Satorra 1995).

Then, we performed logistic regression analyses, including student-level variables (i.e.,
student–teacher conflict and closeness and likeability among classroom peers) and the teacher-
level teacher responsiveness variable as independent variables. A binary variable representing
students’ involvement in bullying victimization (1 = victimized by school peers; 0 = not
victimized) served as the model outcome. Analyses were performed using a two-step hierar-
chical approach. In the first step, level-1 variables (i.e., student–teacher conflict and closeness,
and social preference) and the level-2 teacher responsiveness score were entered in the model
as main effects; next, cross-level interaction terms between teacher-level teacher responsive-
ness (grand mean centered) and each of the student-level variables were entered in the model.
No centering was applied to Level 1 variables. In all analyses, we controlled for the effects of
student age and gender. Because of students’ clustering into classrooms, the analyses were
performed using a multilevel approach. Specifically, SAS GLIMMIX Procedure was used to
account for nonindependence among nested data and model the binary distribution of the
victimization variable using a cumulative logit link. For the purpose of analyses using the
multilevel model, the risk of bullying victimization was modeled using a cumulative logit link,
with level-1 and level-2 variables included as fixed effect, and using a random intercept effect
to control for the non-independence existing within the classroom. When modeling a binary
outcome using logit link, the residual variance is fixed at π2/3 since the scale of the underlying
latent variable is unobserved (Bauer and Sterba 2011). Therefore, only the random intercept
variance was estimated, and reported in the results. The model was estimated using an RSPL
estimator, and denominator degrees of freedom were calculated using the Satterthwaite
(1941) method, with the Kenward–Roger adjustment (Kenward & Roger 1997). This
procedure can be used to guard against inflated type-I errors due to underestimated fixed-
effect standard errors when the number of clusters is small (McNeish and Stapleton
2016). Simulation studies demonstrated that the Kenward–Roger adjustment performed
well, even in cases of as few as 10 clusters. In each step of the analyses, the explicative
power of the model was evaluated using the pseudo-R2 approach proposed by Zhang
(2017) for generalized linear models.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations of the study variables are presented in Table 1. In general, the
size of the correlations was small to moderate. The results showed being female was negatively
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correlated with student–teacher conflict and positively correlated with the students’ likeability
among peers. Age was negatively related to student–teacher closeness. Bullying victimization
correlated positivelywith student–teacher conflict and showed a negative correlation with likeability
among peers, and students’ age. In addition, student–teacher conflict and likeability among peers
showed a negative correlation. Student–teacher conflict and closeness showed a moderate negative
correlation. Finally, as regards cross-level correlations, we found classroom-level teacher respon-
siveness was positively related to individual-level student–teacher closeness (r = .29, p<.01) and
negatively related to individual-level student–teacher conflict (r = −.23, p<.01).

As regards nonindependence in the outcome variable (i.e., victimization) due to students’
clustering in classrooms, the ICC for victimization was .04, which based on an average of 20
students per class corresponds to a design effect of 1.76, indicating that nonindependence of the
victimization variable due to students’ clustering in classrooms was not high. Table 2 shows the
results of the multilevel logistic models examining the impact of the association between student-
and teacher-level effects and their interaction on a student’s likelihood of being a victim of school
bullying. The first step of the model, including only student- and classroom-level main effects,
showed that student–teacher conflict had a positive effect on bullying victimization, whereas
students’ likeability among peers had a negative effect. Teacher responsiveness did not show a
significant effect on student victimization. Among the control variables, being female was
associated with a higher likelihood of bullying victimization. In the next step, interaction effects
between student-level variables and teacher-level teacher responsiveness were included in the
model. Among the included interaction effects, only the interaction between student–teacher
conflict and teacher responsiveness had a significant effect on the victimization variable (p < .05).

Figure 1 depicts this emerging interaction effect. This seems to suggest that when teachers
showed high responsiveness (a high level of responsiveness), the effect of student–teacher
conflict on students’ likelihood of being victimized by school peers increased. Thus, at
medium-to-high levels of teacher responsiveness, students reporting a high conflict relation-
ship with their teachers had an increased risk of being victimized by school peers as compared
with that of students reporting low level of student–teacher conflict. At the same time, at lower
levels of teacher responsiveness, student–teacher conflict had no significant effect on students’
likelihood of being victimized by school peers.

Discussion

In the present study, we investigated the interplay between variables reflecting students’
quality of relationships with their classroom peers and their teachers as well, and the ability

Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations computed on study variables

M/% SD 1 2 3 4 5

1 Gender (female = 1, male = 0) 55%
2 Age 12.17 0.73 −.00
3 Bullying victimization

(victimized = 1; not victimized = 0)
22% – .06 −.12*

4 Likeability among peers 0.01 1.68 .10* .03 −.13**
5 Student–teacher closeness 25.56 6.88 −.04 −.15** −.01 .07
6 Student–teacher conflict 18.23 6.55 −.25** .05 .14** −.18** −.53**

*p<.05, **p<.01

497The links between students’ relationships with teachers, likeability...



of teachers to be responsive in managing the classroom, in influencing the risk of involvement
in in bullying victimization. In particular, we investigated the associations between students’
conflict and closeness with their teachers, students’ likeability among classroom peers (i.e.,
peer-reported social preference) and bullying victimization, and explored the role teachers’
responsiveness as a moderator of these links, while controlling for students’ age and gender.
Using a multilevel analytical approach, we found that the risk of bullying victimization was
positively related to student–teacher conflict, and negatively associated with students’
likeability among peers. As regards teacher responsiveness, we failed to identify a direct
association with bullying victimization; however, we found evidence that teacher responsive-
ness had a small moderating effect on the link between student−teacher conflict and students’
risk of bullying victimization.

Table 2 Victimization on student–teacher conflict, student–teacher closeness, likeability among peers, and
teacher responsiveness

Effect B SE EXP(B) DF t p

Fixed effects
Intercept −0.12 2.77 0.88 63.31 −0.04 .96
Student–teacher closeness 0.03 0.02 1.03 379.00 1.36 .18
Student–teacher conflict 0.08 0.02 1.08 379.00 3.11 < .01
Likeability among peers −0.16 0.08 0.85 379.00 −2.10 < .05
Teacher responsiveness 0.00 0.22 1.00 14.68 −0.02 .99
Sex (female = 1, male = 0) 0.67 0.28 1.96 379.00 2.40 < .01
Age −0.37 0.20 0.69 36.60 −1.83 .07
Random intercept 0.11 0.16
Step 1. Pseudo-R2 =.07
Fixed effects
Intercept −0.61 2.83 0.54 67.95 −0.22 .83
Student–teacher closeness 0.04 0.02 1.04 376.00 1.49 .14
Student–teacher conflict 0.09 0.03 1.10 376.00 3.53 < .01
Likeability among peers −0.15 0.08 0.86 376.00 −2.00 < .05
Teacher responsiveness −1.96 1.43 0.14 376.00 −1.38 .17
Student–teacher closeness * teacher Responsiveness 0.02 0.04 1.02 376.00 0.68 .49
Student–teacher conflict * teacher Responsiveness 0.07 0.03 1.07 376.00 1.97 < .05
Likeability among peers * teacher Responsiveness −0.12 0.11 0.89 376.00 −1.05 .29
Gender (female = 1, male = 0) 0.74 0.29 2.10 376.00 2.59 < .05
Age −0.37 0.20 0.69 40.91 −1.80 .08
Random intercept variance 0.09 0.15
Step 2. Pseudo-R2 =.09, Pseudo-R2 change= .02

Fig. 1 Probability of bullying victimization by student–teacher conflict and teacher responsiveness, controlling
for study variables
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Overall, these findings are consistent with several studies demonstrating that student–
teacher relationships, characterized by conflict, are associated with an increased risk of
bullying victimization (Elledge et al. 2016; Longobardi et al. 2018; Marengo et al. 2018). In
the case of a low-quality relationship, a teacher may be less motivated to handle episodes of
victimization toward a child and may be less effective in supporting the development of
effective coping and conflict management skills (Elledge et al. 2016). Furthermore, it is
important to underline that teacher behaviors toward individual students could also reflect
teacher’s (dis)like for the student, which, in turn, could promote peers’ (dis)like of that student,
as highlighted by Hendrickx et al. (2016).

In our study, peer likeability among peers was negatively related with student–teacher
conflict and bullying victimization. These findings echo those studies indicating the existence
of a significant association between positive student–teacher relationship, and social accep-
tance at school (Hendrickx et al. 2016), as well as studies showing that victims of bullying tend
to be low in popularity among peers, and vice versa (Card and Hodges 2008; de Bruyn et al.
2010).

As regards teacher responsiveness, results of correlations highlighted a positive association
with individual-level student–teacher closeness, and a negative association with student–
teacher conflict. These findings are coherent with literature indicating teachers’ responsiveness
and sensitivity in managing classroom interactions as a key factor in promoting a positive
classroom climate, and relationship quality with their students (e.g., Longobardi et al. 2020).
However, since they are based on cross-level correlations, and we could only recruit a low
number of classrooms, robustness of these findings is limited. Studies employing larger
samples may help provide a clearer view on these associations.

Our finding on the association between teaching responsiveness and bullying victimization
is partially unexpected, adding to existing mixed results concerning this link (Serdiouk et al.
2015). In our study, we failed to find a direct association, but we found evidence of a small,
marginally significant effect indicating teacher responsiveness as a moderator of the link
between student–teacher conflict, and bullying victimization. More specifically, we found that
at a medium-to-high level of teacher responsiveness, student–teacher conflict was associated
with increased bullying victimization, while at low levels of teachers’ responsiveness, the
effect was not significant. In other words, when student–teacher conflict is low, students’
likelihood of bullying victimization is always low, regardless of the level of teacher respon-
siveness. In turn, students whose relationship with conflictual relationship with their teacher
are more exposed to bullying victimization when a highly responsive teacher leads the
classroom. Possible interpretations for this surprising finding relate to existing positive
associations between teacher responsiveness and positive student–teacher relationship quality
(e.g., Longobardi et al. 2020), and the interplay existing between student-relationship quality,
likeability among peers, and lowered risk of bullying victimization (Hughes and Chen 2011).
Student–teacher conflict may facilitate bullying victimization because teacher may be less
proactive in monitoring or defending the student, and thus potential aggressors might feel more
inclined to pursue the aggression as they feel they are less likely to be punished. Additionally,
student with conflictual relationship with teachers tend to be less liked by their peers, which in
turn is related to an increase in the risk of bullying victimization. It is then possible that
students who share a highly conflictual relationship with a teacher who is generally highly
responsive to other students, may be more likely to be exposed to victimization because of
increased peer disliking, or alternatively, heightened neglect by the teacher, suggesting the
presence of underlying moderated mediation processes. A recent study found evidence in
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support of a similar mediation process (Smeraglia 2017). For the purpose of the present study,
however, because we relied on cross-sectional data, we could not investigate mediation
process potentially linking the investigated constructs. Additionally, sample size for the study
was small, limiting robustness of findings, especially for what concerns generating inferences
at the teacher level. Longitudinal studies might help understand the nature of the process
linking teacher responsiveness, student–teacher relationship quality, and exposure to victim-
ization at school.

Finally, as regards students’ demographic characteristics, results were mostly in support of
existing literature. Being female was positively correlated with likeability among peers. This
finding is in line with that of an analysis conducted by Manring et al. (2017) in which girls
were more socially preferred than boys. In our study, female were also less likely to report
student–teacher conflict. A possible explanation for this finding could be that girls are more
likely than boys are to give priority to affection and to the development of intimate relation-
ships (Caravita and Cillessen 2012). Indeed researchers also showed that girls tended to form
closer and less conflicted relationships with teachers when compared with those formed by
boys (e.g., Hamre and Pianta 2001). We also found a positive link between being female and
exposure to victimization, which we interpret as a consequence of the gradual shift, in early
adolescence, from physical victimization, which is generally more prevalent among boy,
toward relational victimization, which instead is expected to be more prevalent among girls
(for a review, see Ettekal and Ladd 2017). Because the assessment of victimization employed
in the present study does not provide separate scores for different types of victimization
(physical, verbal, and relational), we could not examine this effect further.

Age was negatively associated with student–teacher closeness. According to the literature,
both closeness and conflict decrease over time in the early years of school (Pianta and Stuhlman
2004). After children enter middle school, class sizes increase, and the students spend less time
with their teachers. Consequently, student–teacher relationships become less close, and more
impersonal (Jerome et al. 2009). We also found indication of small negative association
between age and bullying victimization, which is coherent with literature indicating a decline
in bullying as students transition from childhood to adolescence (e.g., Marengo et al. 2019).

Limitations and conclusions

Although the findings from the present study are largely in line with existing literature
(Espelage et al. 2003; Chang et al. 2007; Wei et al. 2010; Hughes and Chen 2011; Luckner
and Pianta 2011; Longobardi et al. 2018; Marengo et al. 2018; Camodeca and Coppola 2019),
they also suffer from some limitations. First, a longitudinal study design would have been more
appropriate to capture both the temporal evolution and dynamic essence of student–teacher
relationships. Because of the lack of longitudinal data, the identified associations should be
viewed with caution. Future longitudinal studies may help us to better understand the direction
of the effects. Second, because we used a convenience sampling strategy, and participants
consisted of early adolescents from Italy, care is needed in generalizing our findings to the
reference population, both within and outside the cultural context in which the data was
collected. Finally, use of self-report measures which are vulnerable to social desirability bias
and might have inflated associations due to shared method variance. Despite these limitations,
this study also has a number of strengths, such as the use of a large sample and multiple
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informers (e.g., students, their peers, and observers external to the classroom context), limiting
common method biases. As such, the study advances understanding of the complex interplay
existing between student- and teacher-level indicators of the quality of classroom interactions,
and students’ exposure to victimization during early adolescence.

Practical implications and future directions

Combined with existing literature, the findings from the present study may have practical
implications for classroom-level interventions. In particular, there exists now convincing
evidence concerning the association between concurrent associations between student–
teacher conflict, peer dislike, and bullying victimization. In particular, at the teacher
level, interventions should aim at generating awareness concerning the long-lasting,
negative effect that persisting negative student–teacher relationships may have on stu-
dents’ well-being, and how this effect may link to a general worsening of students’
standing among their classroom peers. Additionally, based on our findings, it emerges
that highly responsive teaching practices may not protect students from being bullied by
school peers when these students have a conflictual relationship with their teacher, but
instead exacerbate their risk of victimization. Hence, teachers need to be aware of the
potential adverse effects of a typically well-regarded teaching practice. Still, it is impor-
tant to note that additional research is still needed to determine the role that teacher
responsiveness plays in buffering risk factors at the student-level for bullying victimiza-
tion. In particular, open questions remain concerning the role of student–teacher inter-
actions in influencing student likeability and social status among peers, and how these
variables relate to bullying victimization. Eventually, the role of age and gender as
intervening variables could also be explored. Because we expect exposure to different
types of victimization to vary in prevalence across gender and age groups, multigroup
studies investing these processes would help understand existing differences, informing
intervention aimed at reducing their prevalence among adolescents. Additionally, in
exploring the association between teacher responsiveness, students’ likeability, and
bullying victimization, future studies should address this aim by also considering the
distinction between direct and indirect forms of bullying, because these are expected to
differ in their association with many student variables, including those reflecting
teacher–student relationship quality (Longobardi et al. 2020).
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