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The association between the quality of teacher—student relationships and children’s psy-
chological adjustment has been mainly studied in VWestern countries; however, this
research topic is gaining more interest in Eastern countries. Based on attachment theory
and empirical evidence, this cross-sectional study examined the relationship between
bullying victimization and psychological adjustment (internalizing and externalizing symp-
toms) as well as the mediating role of the teacher—student relationship (closeness and
conflict) in this association. Nine hundred seventy-four Chinese students aged |1 to
16 years (M,ge = 12.56, SD = 1.24) participated in this study and completed correspond-
ing questionnaires. The results indicated that bullying victimization was directly and posi-
tively associated with internalizing and externalizing symptoms and that closeness and
conflict in student—teacher relationships played mediating roles in this associations.

Results, limitations, and practical implications are discussed.
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Introduction

Although the interest of researchers and school practitioners in the phenomenon of
bullying dates back to at least the 1980s/1990s (Olweus, 2013), bullying is still a
social emergency in schools in different parts of the world today (Longobardi et al.,
2023; Miskimon et al., 2023). Victimization by bullying can be a significant risk
factor for diminished adolescent psychological adjustment, which is associated with
decreased academic performance (Miskimon et al., 2023) and a range of psychological
symptoms such as anxiety and depression (Lai et al., 2023), psychosomatic disorders
(Gini et al., 2014), substance use (Lambe & Craig, 2017), and even suicide attempts
(Koyanagi et al., 2019). Although there is ample evidence of the link between bullying
and adolescent mental health, extensive research is needed to explore the multiple
factors underlying this link. In this vein, the quality of the teacher—student relationships
could help explain the relationship between bullying victimization and psychological
adjustment. Indeed, research recognizes a close relationship with teachers as a protect-
ive factor for adolescents’ psychological wellbeing (Fabris et al., 2022). Students sub-
jected to bullying often report a deteriorated relationship with educators, which may
contribute to the relationship between bullying and psychological adjustment in adoles-
cents. Nonetheless, an empirical investigation, particularly within an Asian paradigm,
is needed to substantiate this hypothesis. As a result, the focus of our study is to identify
the potential role of teacher—student closeness and conflict in the relationship between
bullying experiences and psychological adjustment within a cohort of Chinese
adolescents.

Bullying is among the most prevalent forms of peer victimization in school contexts
(Longobardi et al., 2017, 2019a, 2019b, 2019c¢). Bullying victimization constitutes a
pattern of peer aggression that is repetitive, intentional and indicative of a power imbal-
ance (Craig et al., 2007; Olweus, 2013). It manifests primarily in three different forms:
physical, verbal, and relational. The first two represent direct forms of victimization; spe-
cifically, physical bullying involves acts of aggression such as hitting and kicking, while
verbal bullying includes derogatory name-calling, teasing, and threats. Relational bully-
ing, on the other hand, is an indirect form that is expressed through social ostracism and
the spreading of rumors. In addition to these conventional forms, the advent of digital
communication has led to cyberbullying. Prevailing research suggests that adolescents
are often exposed to multiple forms of bullying, with verbal bullying emerging as the
most prevalent. A recent meta-analysis (Xing et al., 2023) found that in China about
22% of youth report having suffered at least one experience of bullying victimization
during their school years. Males appear to be at greater risk than females (Xing et al.,
2023), and the prevalence of bullying victimization tends to decrease as age increases
(Xing et al., 2023).
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Bullying victimization is associated with a range of negative developmental effects in
children and adolescents, including the onset of psychopathological symptoms
(Arseneault et al., 2010; Fabris et al., 2021, 2020; Longobardi et al., 2017, 2021;
Zhang et al., 2020), such as externalizing or internalizing symptoms, or both types of
symptoms occurring together (Arseneault et al., 2010; Casper & Card, 2017; Prino
et al,, 2019). Externalizing symptoms such as aggressive behavior, hyperactivity,
conduct problems, and substance abuse can be viewed as expressions of feelings of frus-
tration, anger, and rage over the experience of being bullied and may represent an extreme
attempt to adapt to an environment perceived as hostile or rejecting (Fu et al., 2023). In
line with the General Strain Theory (Agnew & Brezina, 2017), being bullied can be
viewed as a strain that activates negative emotions, and affected persons may develop
maladaptive coping strategies, such as substance use or aggressive behavior to handle
these emotions (Tang et al., 2023). In contrast, internalizing symptoms such as
anxiety, depression and social withdrawal can be viewed as reflecting a lack of hope,
low self-esteem, and perceptions of danger and helplessness related to victimization
(Prino et al., 2019; Schoeler et al., 2018). Several studies (Alba et al., 2018; Mullan
et al., 2023; Siennick & Turanovic, 2024) have indicated that adolescents victimized
by peers tend to have less social support, more negative self-representation, and more
negative expectations regarding interpersonal relationships, which may in turn increase
internalizing symptoms. Given the developmental risks faced by children and adolescents
who are victims of bullying, it is important to extend our knowledge regarding which
factors may be involved in mediating the relationship between bullying victimization
and psychological adjustment. In particular, the relationships adults, and especially tea-
chers, could play a possible mediating role.

In recent decades, researchers in many parts of the world have paid increasing atten-
tion to the quality of teacher—student relationships as a predictor of psychological adjust-
ment and better developmental outcomes (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Roorda et al., 2017).
Although this research has focused primarily on Western countries, interest is growing
in Eastern countries, particularly China (Chen et al., 2019). Based on attachment
theory (Bowlby, 1982), several authors have presented evidence that teachers can
provide a relational context that can support and sustain children’s developmental pro-
cesses, thereby improving academic achievement and promoting positive adjustment to
the school environment (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Longobardi
et al., 2019a, 2019b, 2019c). In this sense, the teacher is considered an important attach-
ment figure that can be thought of by the student as a secure base as they explore the
learning environment (Wentzel, 2002). In addition, the teacher can offer a relationship
model that the student can internalize and replicate with others, such as classmates,
thereby promoting their adaptation to the school context and greater inclusion in the
peer group (Longobardi et al., 2020).

The literature points to two dimensions that characterize the quality of teacher—student
relationships and appear to be related to the child’s psychological adjustment: (a) close-
ness and (b) conflict (Koomen & Jellesma, 2015; Zee & de Bree, 2017). A close relation-
ship is characterized by support and affection, whereas a conflictual relationship is
characterized by rejection and distancing and is therefore perceived as negative,
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discordant, unpredictable, and unpleasant (Koomen & Jellesma, 2015). A high-quality
teacher—student relationship is characterized by high levels of closeness and low levels
of conflict (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Hamre et al., 2014) and leads students to feel emo-
tionally secure, which helps them regulate their behavior, integrate more positively
into the classroom, and thus adapt to the school context. A recent study suggests that a
positive teacher—student relationship is associated with a decrease in psychological symp-
toms at each grade level (Longobardi et al., 2019a, 2019b, 2019c). Further evidence sug-
gests an association between a conflictual relationship with the teacher and both
internalizing (Coplan et al., 2017; Jellesma et al., 2015) and externalizing symptoms
and behaviors (Lei et al., 2016; Roorda & Koomen, 2020).

Existing research consistently shows that adolescents who perceive their teacher rela-
tionships as nurturing and supportive exhibit fewer internalizing symptoms, as evidenced
by areduction in negative emotional states (Kidger et al., 2012) and depressive symptom-
atology (Possel et al., 2018; Zang et al., 2022). Conversely, a contentious teacher—student
dynamic is often associated with an increase in such symptoms (Jellesma et al., 2015). It
is plausible that a supportive teacher—student relationship facilitates emotional support,
the development of advanced emotion regulation skills, and the acquisition of a whole-
some self-concept and interpersonal dynamics, thereby mitigating the risk factors asso-
ciated with internalizing symptoms (Rhodes et al., 2006). Moreover, such relationships
may fulfill students’ intrinsic needs for relatedness and autonomy; notably, deficits in
relatedness and autonomy are associated with increased internalizing symptoms (Tariq
et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2022). In contrast, antagonistic teacher—student interactions
can increase social isolation, feelings of rejection, and subsequent internalizing
symptoms.

In terms of externalizing behaviors, scientific evidence suggests that children and ado-
lescents who exhibit these symptoms often report decreased intimacy and increased con-
flict in their interactions with educators (Lei et al., 2016; Longobardi et al., 2019b).
Empirical evidence suggests, for example, that a constructive relationship between tea-
chers and students is predictive of a subsequent decrease in aggressive behaviors
(Keane et al., 2023), and interventions aimed at improving the quality of the teacher—
student relationship have been shown to reduce the expression of externalizing symptoms
(Hoogendijk et al., 2020). A recent meta-analysis suggests that a conflictual teacher—
student relationship leads to more externalizing psychological symptoms and that this
association is stronger in Eastern countries and among older students (Lei et al., 2016).
Overall, it is possible that in a close relationship, the teacher can help the student
develop self-regulation skills and promote the internalization of more positive and pro-
social relational models, which fosters better integration into the peer group and a reduc-
tion in externalizing behavior. Conversely, a high-conflict relationship can increase
negative affect and exacerbate the expression of externalizing behaviors. In a conflictual
relationship with the teacher, the student may feel ignored, neglected, criticized, or
rejected. Such a relationship context can lead to emotional dysregulation, which can
result in power-seeking and coercive behavior toward peers to compensate for feelings
of insecurity and rejection, thereby exposing the student to further rejection and increased
psychological stress (Ten Bokkel et al., 2023).
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While literature on the quality of the teacher—student relationship and the psycho-
logical wellbeing of adolescents is increasingly abundant, we still know little about the
possible role that high-quality teacher—student relationships may play in mediating the
association between experiences of bullying victimization and psychological adjustment.
Evidence suggests that the quality of the teacher—student relationship is related to bully-
ing experiences, with students who report a conflictual relationship with the teacher at
higher risk of being victimized (Elledge et al., 2016; Longobardi et al., 2018; Ten
Bokkel et al., 2023; Thornberg et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2015). Compared to nonbullied
youth, bullied youth tend to have poorer academic performance (Laith & Vaillancourt,
2022), less developed social skills (Dou et al., 2022; Fox & Boulton, 2005), and lower
levels of self-regulation (Romano et al., 2020). These issues may cause the adolescent
to feel less close to the teacher or prompt the teacher to be more negative and neglectful,
reinforcing the perception of a negative relationship. On the other hand, in line with the
information processing model (Crick & Dodge, 1994), there is evidence that children and
adolescents who are bullied by peers tend to interpret the intentions of others maliciously,
to whom they attribute a hostile and dangerous nature (Camodeca & Goossens, 2005;
Camodeca et al., 2003; Perren et al., 2013) and tend to develop greater sensitivity to rejec-
tion and threatening social cues (Kelljj et al., 2022). Therefore, this could also affect the
student’s perception of their relationship with their teacher, which could be more negative
and conflictual. For example, criticism or disciplinary instruction may shake the victi-
mized student’s sensitivity and result in the relationship with the teacher being perceived
as more negative and conflictual.

Although several research papers have highlighted a possible relationship between
bullying victimization and the quality of the student—teacher relationship (Ten Bokkel
etal., 2023), still little is known about the possible role of the teacher—student relationship
as a mediating factor in the relationship between bullying victimization and adolescents’
psychological adjustment. This is a gap in the literature given the role of perceived quality
of the relationship with the teacher in predicting better psychological adjustment in ado-
lescents. This is an important issue to explore, particularly in Eastern cultures where the
teacher’s role is specifically to impart knowledge rather than provide emotional support
(Fabris et al., 2023). High-quality teacher—student relationships could enable students to
more effectively internalize appropriate strategies for self-control (Li et al., 2021) and
emotion regulation (Li & Lau, 2019) to cope with stressors, thereby reducing their risk
of developing psychological symptoms. Moreover, in a close and supportive relationship,
it might be easier for the adolescent to ask the teacher for help when in trouble, thus acti-
vating timely and targeted interventions from the teacher to stop the violence, leading to
better psychological adjustment of the student (Shaw et al., 2019). In interviews with
former bullying victims, some authors have found that the presence of a close relationship
with an adult in the school setting increases the likelihood that an adolescent will seek
help to end the victimization (Wdjcik & Rzenca, 2021). Thus, it is possible that an ado-
lescent may more easily find comfort, social support, and direct intervention against vic-
timization in a high-quality relationship with the teacher, which may improve the
adolescent’s psychological adjustment. Along these lines, some research from Asian con-
texts suggests that bullied adolescents tend to receive less support from the teacher and
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are more likely to rate the quality of the teacher—student relationship as low (Chen et al.,
2021; Shao et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2021). Finally, there is evidence that the teacher can
influence a student’s standing among peers, as students who have a positive relationship
with their teachers are more likely to be accepted by their peers. Conversely, those who
report a more negative relationship are viewed less positively by their peers, leading to a
greater risk of social exclusion and poorer psychological adjustment. (Elledge et al.,
2016; Longobardi et al., 2018; Marengo et al., 2018).

Current study

Taking into consideration the above, the purpose of this study is to examine the possible
mediating role of teacher—student relationship quality in the association between bullying
victimization and psychological symptoms in Chinese adolescents. Because previous
research has focused on preschool and elementary school children in Western cultures,
this study extends the observation by looking at a sample of adolescents in an Eastern
country (i.e., China). This study supports the need to extend knowledge about the
teacher—student relationship and its correlates to other cultural contexts to promote a
better understanding of the phenomenon on a cultural basis (Chen et al., 2019; Lei
et al., 2018; Pianta et al., 2003). China is indeed a collectivist culture and as such
places great value on collectivity and interdependence (Chen et al., 2019). In a context
that emphasizes group membership and social harmony, it is imperative to examine
the relationship between bullying victimization and psychological symptoms (Xing
et al., 2023) and the potential mediating factors. In addition, the Chinese school
context tends to demand obedience to authority, emphasize rigor in the learning
process, promote strong individual competition among students, and suggest exam-
oriented teaching, much more than schools in Western countries (Chen et al., 2019;
Chong et al., 2010; Lei et al., 2023). In this context, the teacher focuses on discipline
and academic achievement rather than students’ emotional needs, which makes it inter-
esting to examine the possible mediating role of the quality of the teacher—student rela-
tionship in the relationship between bullying victimization and both internalizing and
externalizing symptoms.

Therefore, our research seeks to extend existing knowledge on the relationship
between bullying victimization and internalizing and externalizing symptoms in adoles-
cents. Previous empirical evidence indicates a link between bullying victimization and an
increased manifestation of both symptom categories in adolescence. We assume that vic-
timization by bullying exacerbates both internalizing and externalizing symptoms.
Nevertheless, further research is needed to elucidate the mechanisms underlying this rela-
tionship. In this study, we aim to investigate the potential role of the quality of the
teacher—student relationship, looking in particular at facets of closeness and conflict.
We postulate an inverse relationship between bullying victimization and the perceived
intimacy of the student—teacher interaction, which should inversely predict symptom
severity. We hypothesize that adolescents who are bullied perceive interactions with tea-
chers as less intimate due to poor social skills and a tendency to attribute malice to others,
a byproduct of prior victimization experiences. It is hypothesized that this diminished
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sense of connectedness is associated with an increase in internalizing and externalizing
symptoms that emanate from a deficient relational environment that does not provide vic-
timized youth with support, safety, and a scaffold for emotional regulation skills. At the
same time, we theorize that victimized adolescents report increased conflict within the
teacher—student dynamic, which may exacerbate symptomatology. This could be due
to an impaired ability to cultivate emotion regulation skills and the formation of conflict-
ual relationship schemas characterized by discord and a negative self-perception.

Method

Participants

This study involved the participation of 974 students, ages 11 to 16 years (M =12.56,
SD =1.24) in December 2019. These students were recruited from a city located in south-
eastern China using convenience sampling method. Table 1 details the students’ demo-
graphic information. There were 468 (48.0%) female students. The students were in
grades 5 to 9. Most of the parents of these students had achieved junior or senior high
school diplomas (fathers: n =607, 62.3%; mother: n =620, 63.7%), with a few having
a bachelor’s or higher academic degree (fathers: n =40, 4.1%; mother: n =38, 3.9%).

Procedure
Students were informed that they were invited to participate in a survey about teacher—

student relationships, and individual consents were obtained from both students and

Table |I. The student’s demographic information (N =974).

Frequency Percentage

Sex

Male 506 52.0

Female 468 48.0
Grade

Sth 114 1.6

6th 224 23.0

7th 28I 28.9

8th 186 19.1

9th 169 17.4
Age

I 248 255

12 246 25.3

13 221 227

14 206 21.1

15 49 5.0

16 4 04




8 School Psychology International 0(0)

their parents. Participation was voluntary and without any reward. All participants were
told that their responses would be used for research purposes only and that their identi-
fying data would not be included in the final report. Ethical approval for this study was
obtained from the local education authority prior to data collection. Data were collected at
a public school in southeastern China. Students were asked to rate their relationship with
their teachers. The questionnaire was completed in the classroom during class time using
a form filled out with pencil and paper. Standardized instructions were given by a
research assistant who remained in the classroom to answer any questions. It took
approximately 15 min to complete the scales in this study.

Measures

Student—teacher relationship. The Closeness and Conflict subscales of the Student
Perception of Affective Relationship with Teacher Scale (SPARTS, Koomen &
Jellesma, 2015) were used to measure the students’ perceptions of the teacher—student
relationship. Students were asked to rate whether each statement is true or not true for
themselves on a five-point Likert scale (1 = No, that is not true, 5 =Yes, that is true).
They were presented with eight items in the Closeness subscale (e.g., “I think I have a
good feeling with my teacher”) and 10 items in the Conflict subscale (e.g., “I feel my
teacher doesn’t trust me”). The final scores were the means of the items in each subdimen-
sion, and a higher score indicated a teacher—student relationship with a greater level of
closeness or conflict. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each subscale were all satis-
factory: Closeness (a=0.87) and Conflict (0 =0.78).

Bullying victimization. The victimization section of the Adolescent Peer Relations
Instrument (APRI; Marsh et al., 2011) was used to measure students’ bullying victimiza-
tion at school in the past year. The victimization section of APRI consists of 18 items
measuring three types of bullying victimizations: Verbal (6 items; e.g., “In the past
year at this school, a student made rude remarks at me”), Physical (6 items; e.g., “In
the past year at this school, I was hit or kicked hard”), and Social (6 items; e.g., “In
the past year at this school, a student got students to start a rumor about me”).
Students were asked to report how often they had been bullied in the past year on a six-
point Likert scale (1 = Never, 6 = Everyday). The final scores were the means of all the
items, and a higher score indicated more bullying victimization. The Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of the APRI victimization section was 0.90.

Internalizing and externalizing symptoms. The self-rated version of the Strength and
Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) for individuals 11 to 17 years old, which was developed
by Goodman et al. (1998), was used. There are five subscales in the SDQ: peer relation-
ship problems (e.g., “I would rather be alone than with people of my age”), emotional
symptoms (e.g., “I am often unhappy, depressed or tearful”), behavioral problems
(e.g., “I am often accused of lying or cheating”), hyperactivity (e.g., “I am constantly fid-
geting or squirming”), and prosocial behaviors (e.g., “I try to be nice to other people.
I care about their feelings”). Each subscale comprises five items that were rated on a
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three-point Likert-type scale (0 = not true, 1 = somewhat true, and 2 = certainly true). All
items in each subscale were summed up as the final score for each subscale, ranging from
0 to 10. Following the suggestion by Goodman et al. (2010), the Internalizing symptoms
score (ranging from O to 20) was calculated by adding the Peer relationship problems and
Emotional symptoms subscale scores, while the Externalizing symptoms score (ranging
from 0 to 20) was a combination of the behavioral problems and hyperactivity subscale
scores. The Cronbach’s « values for internalizing symptoms and externalizing symptoms
were 0.63 and 0.67, respectively.

Control variables. Some meta-analyses have indicated that students’ gender, age and
socioeconomic status (SES) were correlated with student—teacher relationships, bullying
victimization, and externalizing/internalizing symptoms (Lei et al., 2016; Tippett &
Wolke, 2014); thus, these variables were controlled for in the statistical analyses. We
computed SES (with higher scores indicating higher SES) by summing the z-scores of
the father’s and mother’s education level and family income.

Statistical analysis

SPSS 22.0 IBM Corp, Armonk, NY, USA) and Mplus 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, Los
Angeles, CA, USA) were used to analyze the data. Missing data were less than 1%,
and to maximize the sample size and to enhance the statistical power, they were
handled using full maximum likelihood estimation (Enders, 2001). First, descriptive
and correlational statistics for all variables were calculated in SPSS. Then, a path analysis
with multiple dependent variables was conducted to explore the connection between
bullying victimization and students’ internalizing and externalizing symptoms, as well
as the potential mediating role of teacher—student relationships in Mplus. Lastly, the boot-
strap procedure was employed to further examine the mediating effects of teacher—
student relationships in the association between bullying victimization and students’
internalizing and externalizing symptoms. The bootstrap sample size was 5000.
Indirect effects were regarded as significant if the 95% confidence intervals did not
include zero. Adjusted standard errors considering the nonindependence of observations
were generated to deal with the clustered sampling (Muthén & Muthén, 1998, 2017).

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations

Table 2 presents the results of the descriptive and correlative analyses. Most of the vari-
ables of interest correlated with each other significantly. Specifically, closeness nega-
tively correlated with conflict (r=-0.39, p <.001), bullying victimization (r=-0.28,
p <.001), internalizing symptoms (r=-0.29, p <.001), and externalizing symptoms
(r=-0.42, p <.001). Conflict was positively associated with bullying victimization
(r=0.27, p <.001), internalizing symptoms (r=0.31, p <.001), and externalizing symp-
toms (r=0.43, p <.001). In addition, bullying victimization was positively correlated
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with internalizing symptoms (r=0.39, p < .001) and externalizing symptoms (r=0.32,
p <.001).

Moreover, girls tended to have closer relationships with their teachers (r=0.09, p=
.008) and less conflict with their teachers (r=-0.08, p=.01). Boys were more involved
in bullying victimization (r=-0.08, p=.01), while they had fewer internalizing symp-
toms (r=0.13, p <.001). Older students had less close (r=-0.28, p <.001) and more
conflictual (r=0.24, p <.001) relationships with teachers, and they tended to have
more internalizing symptoms (r=0.13, p <.001), as well as more externalizing symp-
toms (r=0.24, p <.001).

Results of the mediating analysis

Excluding mediators, the main effects were all significant: bullying victimization posi-
tively predicted students’ internalizing symptoms (§=0.38, p<.001) and externalizing
symptoms (f =0.29, p <.001). Figure 1 illustrates the relationships between bullying vic-
timization, student—teacher relationships, and students’ internalizing and externalizing
symptoms. Path analysis with multiple dependent variables revealed that bullying victim-
ization significantly predicted student—teacher relationships, which in turn significantly
predicted students’ internalizing and externalizing symptoms. Specifically, closeness
was negatively predicted by bullying victimization (f =-0.25, p <.001), whereas conflict
was positively predicted by bullying victimization (f=0.24, p <.001). Closeness nega-
tively predicted both internalizing symptoms (f=-0.15, p=.001) and externalizing
symptoms (f=-0.24, p<.001). Conflict positively predicted both internalizing symp-
toms (3 =0.17, p<.001) and externalizing symptoms (f=0.27, p<.001).

Indirect effects in the final model were examined using the bootstrap procedure. The
95% confidence intervals for all possible indirect effects were generated. As can be seen

Closeness

70 . 25 *k ok

Internalizing

Symptoms
Bullying
Victimization

Externalizing

Symptoms
0.24%**

Conflict

Figure I. The final mediating model. Note: All the factor loadings are standardized. Student’s
gender, age, and SES were included as control variables but not illustrated in the figure to make the
picture concise (N=974). **p<.0l, ***p <.00l. SES= socioeconomic status.
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Table 3. Standardized indirect effects and their 95% confidence intervals.

95% Cl
Model Path Estimated effect Lower Upper
BV — Closeness — In_S 0.036 0.015 0.067
BV — Conflict — In_S 0.042 0.026 0.063
BV — Closeness — Ex_S 0.060 0.037 0.093
BV — Conflict - Ex_S 0.064 0.046 0.091

Note. 95% Cl=95% confidence intervals; BV = Bullying victimization; Ex_S = Externalizing symptoms; In_S=
Internalizing symptoms.

in Table 3, all 95% confidence intervals included nonzero, indicating that the student—
teacher relationship (both proximity and conflict) played a significant mediating role in
the relationship between bullying victimization and students’ internalizing and external-
izing symptoms.

Discussion

The aim of our study was to investigate, in a less studied cultural context, the possible
mediating role of teacher—student relationship quality in the association between bullying
victimization and psychological adjustment. Overall, our findings indicated that adoles-
cents who are bullied tend to have a more negative relationship with the teacher (lower
levels of closeness and higher levels of conflict), which in turn is associated with
increased internalizing and externalizing symptoms.

Our data are consistent with international literature (Gong et al., 2021; Prino et al.,
2019; Zhang et al., 2019; 2020) showing that bullying victimization tends to be asso-
ciated with a decline in psychological wellbeing and is associated with an increase in
both internalizing and externalizing symptoms. Thus, our study confirms previous data
on our sample of Chinese adolescents and identifies bullying victimization as a risk
factor for students’ psychological adjustment.

Our data also appear to be consistent with current literature showing an association
between bullying victimization and a relationship characterized by low levels of close-
ness and high levels of conflict with the teacher (Demol et al., 2020; Elledge et al.,
2016; Longobardi et al., 2018; Marengo et al., 2021; Thornberg et al., 2018; Wang
et al., 2015).

We should point out, however, that our study measured perceptions of the quality of
the teacher—student relationship with a self-report questionnaire that focused on the stu-
dent’s perspective. Based on our data, therefore, it appears that bullied youth are more
likely to perceive their relationship with their teacher as conflictual and less close. In
this vein, we can observe that adolescent bullying victims tend to have poor social
skills and exhibit greater social withdrawal, resulting in less interaction with others,
including teachers. This may lead to distance between the student and teacher, making
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the relationship perceived as less close. Furthermore, in line with previous literature
(Longobardi et al., 2018; Marengo et al., 2021; Ten Bokkel et al., 2023; Thornberg
et al., 2018), our data show a relationship between bullying victimization and the percep-
tion of the relationship with the teacher as more conflictual. These data seem to be con-
sistent with research findings based on the social information model, which would
suggest that individuals who are bullied by peers tend to interpret the intentions of
others more maliciously and negatively (Camodeca & Goossens, 2005). It is possible,
therefore, that victimized adolescents attribute a more daring and dangerous character
to the intentions of others, which could also affect their relationship with their teacher.
On the other hand, victimized youth may engage in dysregulated behaviors that attract
negative teacher attention and interfere with classroom group feeling, increasing the
risk that they perceive a conflictual relationship with the teacher (Marengo et al., 2021;
Zhao et al., 2021).

Our data also provide preliminary evidence for the possible mediating role of teacher—
student relationship quality in the link between bullying victimization and psychological
adjustment. Specifically, our data suggest that bullied youth tend to perceive a lower
quality of relationship with the teacher, which in turn is associated with an increase in
psychological symptoms. To our knowledge, this is the first study to provide evidence
for a possible mediating role of teacher—student relationship quality. Several reasons
could explain how closeness and conflict in the student—teacher relationship might
mediate the association between bullying victimization and both internalizing and exter-
nalizing symptoms. Specifically, our data show that bullied adolescents tend to report a
less close relationship with the teacher, which in turn is negatively associated with intern-
alizing and externalizing symptoms. Overall, it is possible that a negative relationship
with the teacher prevents the student from more effectively asking for help, regulating
emotions, and finding support in coping with stressors, which in turn can lead to
increased psychological distress. It is therefore possible that in a less close teacher rela-
tionship the victimized adolescent is not in a position to ask the teacher. On the other
hand, the teacher who has a closer relationship with the student may be more sensitive
to the student’s needs, recognize incidents of victimization more easily, and intervene
more quickly (Reavis et al., 2010). A less close relationship with the teacher may
make the adolescent feel less supported and more alone, increasing the risk of internal-
izing symptoms. In turn, a less close relationship with the teacher may decrease the indi-
vidual’s ability to refine their emotion regulation and social skills coping strategies to deal
with victimization-related stress, thereby increasing internalizing and externalizing
symptoms.

Moreover, our study reports a significant role of conflictual teacher—student relation-
ships in mediating the relationship between bullying victimization and internalizing and
externalizing symptoms. In this sense, bullied adolescents tend to report a more conflict-
ual relationship with the teacher, which in turn is associated with increased psychological
distress. Considering that the teacher can be considered a type of caregiver (Fabris et al.,
2022), a high-conflict relationship with the teacher may make the student feel less pro-
tected, accepted, and respected and more rejected and criticized. This can increase the stu-
dent’s emotional dysregulation, which may manifest as externalizing behavior. In
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addition, the conflictual relationship with the teacher could increase the risk of internal-
izing and externalizing symptoms by affecting the student’s integration processes in the
peer group. Indeed, the teacher can shape students’ standing among their peers (Farmer
et al., 2011; Longobardi et al., 2018). Several studies suggest that students who report a
more negative relationship with the teacher are less accepted and less positively evaluated
by their peers, which puts them at higher risk of exclusion, rejection, and continuing to be
bullied (Berchiatti et al., 2021; Farmer et al., 2011; Longobardi et al., 2018). In turn, such
social exclusion and bullying may be associated with lower psychological adjustment
(Marengo et al., 2021; Mulvey et al., 2017).

Limitations, implications, and future directions

Of course, our data must take into account the methodological limitations of the study.
First, because of the cross-sectional nature of our study, we cannot draw conclusions
about causal relations among the constructs we examined. Therefore, the data must be
interpreted with caution and alternatives may be theorized. Indeed, the association of
poor student—teacher relations and psychological symptoms seems to be bidirectional
(Baroncelli & Ciucci, 2020; Roorda & Koomen, 2020). If a negative relationship with
the teacher is associated with an increase in psychological symptoms, it is also possible
that children and adolescents with externalizing and internalizing symptoms will exhibit
behavioral and relational difficulties that tend to worsen their relationship with the
teacher. This is consistent with socialization theory, which states that the extent to
which students exhibit externalizing or internalizing behaviors, or both, in school deter-
mines how teachers interact with them (Roorda & Koomen, 2020). Thus, future studies
should take a longitudinal approach to understand the causal relationships between con-
structs. Our study also examined the quality of the teacher—student relationship by focus-
ing on student perceptions. Future studies could examine the teacher’s perspective and
determine whether the quality of the teacher—student relationship is consistently assessed
by both students and teachers.

Furthermore, the generalizability of our results is limited. Future studies should include
representative samples of the Chinese adolescent population or adolescents from other
countries to capture any cultural differences and improve the generalizability of the
results. Finally, our study used self-report instruments, so factors related to memory, text
comprehension, and social desirability may have played a role. Future studies should be
conducted with other instruments and/or other observers (e.g., teachers’ perceptions of rela-
tionship quality, reports of classroom victimization incidents, or sociometric observations).

Despite the limitations mentioned above, our research may still have some practical
value. Specifically, it suggests the importance of working on the quality of the
teacher—student relationship to create a safe place for the child in the classroom and to
promote students’ positive adjustment and psychological wellbeing in school.
Observations of students with internalizing or externalizing behaviors should focus on
experiences of peer victimization and examine the quality of the student’s relationship
with their teacher. In this way, strategies to improve the teacher—student relationship
could be effective both preventively and as part of a clinical or educational intervention.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, our study sought to extend current knowledge of the relationship between
bullying victimization and psychological adjustment in adolescents by identifying the
possible mediating role of the quality of the teacher—student relationship. Our study
found that a relationship that has been widely researched in Western culture also exists
in an Eastern culture, thus expanding knowledge in this area. In particular, our study
shows that bullying victimization may be associated with a high-conflict relationship
with the teacher, which in turn may be associated with higher levels of externalizing
and internalizing symptoms. It is therefore possible that adolescents who experience
peer victimization are more likely to evaluate their relationship with their teacher nega-
tively, thereby increasing their psychological distress. Furthermore, our data suggest that
adolescents who are bullied are more likely to perceive their relationship with their
teacher as less close, which in turn increases psychological distress. It is possible that vic-
timized adolescents, likely due to their lack of social skills, have difficulty soliciting the
teacher’s help to interrupt the victimization experience, thereby increasing psychological
symptoms. Overall, our findings suggest that victimized students report a more negative
relationship with their teacher. This may increase the risk that they will report lower psy-
chological adjustment, perhaps due to lacking quality student—teacher relationships that
could promote better self-regulation, better use of coping strategies, and more harmoni-
ous integration into the classroom community.
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