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INDIRECT EFFECTS IN THE PEER VICTIMIZATION-ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT
RELATION: THE ROLE OF ACADEMIC SELF-CONCEPT AND GENDER

Lyndsay N. Jenkins and Michelle Kilpatrick Demaray
Abstract

Peer victimization is a concern because victimized youth are more likely to have
social, emotional, and academic difficulties. The current study examined the link
between peer victimization and academic achievement by exploring the indirect
effect of academic self-concept on two variables. The sample consisted of 140
middle school students (40% male, 60% female). Using structural equation
modeling, a mediation model revealed a significant indirect effect of victimization
on academic achievement through academic self-concept; however, when tested for
gender differences, the indirect effect was only significant for girls. Interpretation of
these results and suggestions for future studies are discussed.

Peer victimization, defined as frequent exposure to peer aggression (Olweus, 1995),
is a common occurrence for many adolescents, with up to 50% of youth reporting
being victimized at least once in the past 2 months (Wang, lannotti, & Nansel, 2009).
Peer victimization is a concern because researchers have found that victimized
youth are more likely to have elevated levels of depression, loneliness, and anxiety
(Hawker & Boulton, 2000), lower self-concept (0'Moore & Kirkham, 2001;
Salmivalli, 1998), and poor academic outcomes (Beran, Hughes, & Lupart, 2008;
Beran & Lupart, 2009; Juvonen, Nishina, & Graham, 2000; Totura, Karver, & Gesten,
2014).1In 2000, Juvonen et al. noted that more research was needed to investigate
mechanisms that might explain the negative relation between victimization and
academic problems at school. More recently, a small meta-analysis (N = 33)
concluded that there was still a lack of research that investigated explanations for
the negative association between victimization and academic outcomes (Nakamoto
& Schwartz, 2010). The negative social and emotional impact of victimization has
received ample attention in the literature (Hawker & Boulton, 2000), but less is
known about the academic impact and, especially, why victimization can have a
negative impact on academic performance (Juvonen et al., 2000; Nakamoto &
Schwartz, 2010).

The association between victimization and academic outcomes might be explained
by either direct or indirect associations. Upon reviewing the literature, significant
direct relationships between victimization and academic performance are found in
studies that utilize school outcome indicators that tap student feelings or attitudes
about school. However, when more objective academic outcomes (i.e., standardized
test scores, grade point average) are used to measure direct relations, fewer studies
find a significant relation between these two variables (Beran & Lupart, 2009;
Graham, Bellmore, & Mize, 2006; Totura et al., 2014). This suggests that although
there may be a direct relation between victimization and some measures of



academic functioning, it is more likely that victimized children experience other
difficulties that could account for poorer academic outcomes.

The literature supports an indirect association between victimization and academic
outcomes; however, a number of mediators have been tested. Several studies have
examined potential mediators in the victimization-academic achievement relation
and have commonly found that different internalizing problems mediate this
relation (e.g., Graham et al,, 2006; Juvonen et al., 2000; Schwartz, Gorman,
Nakamoto, & Toblin, 2005). These mediation models were based on empirical
findings that suggest that children who experience peer victimization are more
likely to have higher levels of internalizing distress and do less well on academic
outcomes. Researchers have often speculated that problem behaviors, such as
withdrawal, somatic complaints, anxiety, depression, social problems, and thought
problems, are serious impediments to optimal education (Barriga et al., 2002).

Academic Self-Concept

Another variable that may help to explain the relation between victimization and
academic achievement is academic self-concept, which is defined as a person's belief
that he or she can complete academic tasks. Academic self-concept was examined as
a mediator because there is theoretical and empirical support for the relation
between academic self-concept and academic achievement. Furthermore, research
had demonstrated a link between victimization and lower academic self-concept.
Thus, it is logical to test whether academic self-concept mediates the relation
between victimization and academic achievement.

Currently, there are several achievement theories that include academic self-
concept constructs, such as models proposed by Harter (1985) and Marsh and
Shavelson (1985), and Eccles and Wigfield (Eccles et al., 1989; Wigfield, 1994;
Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). Each of these academic self-concept theories speculate
that an individual's belief about their academic abilities is related to their
concurrent and future academic achievement. Eccles, Wigfield, and colleagues
explored the relations among academic self-concept, mathematics, and English
achievement through a series of studies among upper elementary and junior high
students (Eccles et al., 1989; Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992) and found a
strong, positive relations between academic self-concept and achievement. The
research described above provides strong evidence that academic self-concept is
predictive of achievement (i.e., when students think they are able to do academic
tasks, they are more likely to achieve academically); however, the question remains,
what situations or experiences might interrupt this pattern?

Schunk, Pintrich, and Meece (2008) stated, “findings across a number of studies
highlight the importance of students’ expectancies and self-perceptions of
competence as mediators between the environmental or cultural context and actual
achievement behavior and involvement” (p. 54). In other words, negative



environmental variables, such as the experience of peer victimization, are linked to
poorer academic achievement, but this relation could be explained by lower
academic self-concept (also known as perceptions of competence). Previous
empirical work established internalizing distress as a viable mediator in the relation
between victimization and academic achievement (e.g., Graham et al., 2006; Juvonen
et al.,, 2000; Schwartz et al,, 2005), and theoretical and empirical work suggests that
academic self-concept is another likely variable (Eccles et al., 1989; Harter, 1985;
Marsh & Shavelson, 1985; Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). Additionally, it
has been established that victimized students have significantly lower levels of
academic self-concept (O'Moore & Kirkham, 2001; Salmivalli, 1998). Taken together,
there is significant theoretical and empirical work to suggest that academic self-
concept may be a mediator in the relation between victimization and academic
achievement.

Gender Differences in Study Variables

Previous research suggests that there may be gender differences in victimization
and academic self-concept. Studies have consistently found that boys are physically
victimized more than girls are (Nansel et al,, 2001). However, discrepancies
regarding relational aggression exist: some studies have demonstrated no gender
differences; some studies have reported that girls are more relationally victimized
(Crick & Grotpeter, 1995), although the gender difference in relational aggression is
negligible compared with initial reports, according to a recent meta-analysis (Card,
Stucky, Sawalani, & Little, 2008). Gender differences in academic self-concept have
been noted by Eccles, Wigfield, and others. For example, Eccles et al. (1989)
reported that boys have higher perceptions of competence in mathematics and girls
reported higher perceptions of competence in reading and English. Phillips and
Zimmerman (1990) found that these gender differences were present in ninth-
grade students, but not in third- and fifth-grade students. However, Entwisle and
Baker (1983) and Frey and Ruble (1987) found gender differences in early
elementary students, with females having lower perceived ability, even when there
were not actual skill differences.

In summary, there is evidence that boys tend to experience more physical
victimization and report higher academic self-concept, but gender differences in the
relation between victimization and academic self-concept have not been explored
(O'Moore & Kirkham, 2001; Salmivalli, 1998). Because previous research indicates
that there may be gender differences on the primary variables of the current study,
it is important that gender differences be taken into consideration when examining
how these variables may be interrelated.

The Current Study



Academic achievement occurs within a broad environmental context. In the school
environment, students have positive and negative experiences that impact their
cognitions, behaviors, and socioemotional development. Students who experience
social difficulties within the school environment could experience frustration that
negatively impacts their academic success (Eccles et al., 1989). For the current
study, it was proposed that academic self-concept would mediate the relation
between victimization and academic achievement.

The current study hypothesized that there is a significant mediated effect of
academic self-concept on the association between victimization and academic
success during the early adolescent period. Of studies examining indirect effects in
the relation between victimization and academic outcomes, only two (Graham et al.,
2006; Juvonen et al., 2000) have used an adolescent sample. Moreover, during early
adolescence, peer victimization frequency peaks whereas academic self-concept
decreases (Beran & Tutty, 2002; Nansel et al., 2001; Unnever & Cornell, 2004;
Wigfield & Eccles, 1992). This trend could be detrimental to adolescents’ academic
achievement, which underscores the need to elucidate the impact of victimization
during this critical period of development.

Additionally, in the current study, we chose indicators of academic performance
based on a sound theoretical framework. Two academic variables were chosen that
parallel the Academic Competence theory proposed by DiPerna and Elliott (2002).
In their model, academic competence refers to all attitudes, behaviors, and skills
that a student needs to be successful in the classroom and involves two
components: academic skills and academic enablers. Academic skills are basic and
complex skills needed to be successful in the classroom, such as language-based
skills, math skills, and critical thinking. However, academic enablers are skills and
behaviors that support learning, such as academic engagement, interpersonal skills,
motivation, and study skills, and are an important predictor of academic success
(DiPerna & Elliott, 2002; DiPerna, Volpe, & Elliott, 2005). To be successful in
academics, students must possess a combination of general intelligence, academic
skills, and academic enablers. DiPerna and colleagues (DiPerna & Elliott, 2000,
2002; DiPerna et al,, 2005) included engagement, interpersonal skills, motivation,
and study skills as academic enablers. For the current study, grades in reading and
math classes represented academic skills, and student-reported engagement,
interpersonal skills, motivation, and study skills represented academic enablers.
This study is the first to include academic enablers as an academic outcome.

Engagement, interpersonal skills, motivation, and study skills are collectively
referred to as academic enablers, but each individual variable has been found to be
positively associated with academic achievement. Engagement, or “behaviors that
reflect attentive, active participation” (DiPerna & Elliott, 2000, p. 6), include such
student behaviors as being attentive to teachers, following directions, and
participating in discussions. Interpersonal skills, also known as social skills, are
“cooperative learning behaviors necessary to interact with other people” (DiPerna &
Elliott, 2000, p. 6). Motivation is defined by DiPerna and Elliott (2000) according to



a social cognitive perspective and is thought to be the process of initiating and
sustaining goal-directed activities. Study skills include a range of cognitive skills and
processes that work together for the purpose of enhancing the effectiveness of
learning (Devine, 1987) and include acquiring, recording, organizing, synthesizing,
remembering, and using information (Hoover & Patton, 1995).

Finally, the goal of the current study was to apply the theoretical research regarding
academic self-concept to the link between victimization and academic outcomes.
Previous research by Graham et al. (2006), Juvonen et al. (2000), and Schwartz et al.
(2005) provides evidence that internalizing distress mediates the relation between
victimization and academic outcomes, but the theoretical underpinnings of the
academic self-concept literature suggests that the role of academic self-concept
cannot be ignored in the victimization-academic outcome association. The current
study seeks to extend previous research by answering the questions: (1) does
academic self-concept have an indirect effect on the negative relation between
victimization and academic achievement? and (2) does this association differ by
gender? Because academic self-concept has not been tested in this relation in
previous studies, the model was first applied to the entire sample and then tested
for gender differences. Additionally, although previous research has connected
victimization to academic self-concept (O'Moore & Kirkham, 2001; Salmivalli, 1998),
the effect of gender on this relation is not known. Therefore, a third research
question was (3) does the direct effect of victimization on academic self-concept
vary by gender?

Method
Participants

The sample consisted of 140 participants, with 58 males (41%) and 82 females
(59%). Participants reported their race/ethnicity as follows: 76% White (n = 106),
15% Hispanic American (n = 21), 6% African American (n = 8), and 4% biracial,
Asian, or other (n = 5). Two participants did not report their race/ethnicity. The
racial/ethnic profile of each school was closely aligned with the racial /ethnic
characteristics of the participants from each respective school. Sixth-grade students
accounted for 21% of the sample (n = 30), seventh-grade students accounted for
40% of the sample (n = 56), and eighth-grade students accounted for the remaining
39% of the sample (n = 54). Participants were recruited from three middle schools.
Two of the schools served two suburban communities, and the third was located in a
rural community.

Measures
The Bully Victimization Scale (BVS; Reynolds, 2003) was used to measure the

victimization latent variable in the current study. The BVS is a 46-item self-report
rating scale. The 23-item Victimization Scale was used in this study, which measures



a number of victimization behaviors, including physical and relational peer
aggression directed toward the individual. To assess victimization, behavioral
descriptions of victimization are provided and items are scored on a 4-point scale
ranging, from never to five or more times. The Victimization Scale items assess both
physical (kicking, pushing, hitting, tripping) and relational /verbal aggression
(spreading rumors, exclusion, name-calling). The BVS manual reported reliability
evidence via estimates of internal consistency (coefficient alpha of .93 for the total
sample) and test-retest reliability (.80 at a 1- to 2-week interval). See the
Preliminary Analyses section for coefficient alphas of the current sample. Adequate
evidence of content, convergent, and divergent validity is reported in the manual.

There was one measure of the academic self-concept, the Scholastic Competence
subscale of the Self-Perception Profile for Children (Harter, 1985). Items are rated
on a 4-point scale in which students indicate which statement is most like them and
to what degree the statement is true or not true of them. For example, “Some kids
feel that they are very good at their school work, but other kids worry about
whether they can do the school work assigned to them.” Student indicate whether
they agree with the first part of the statement or the second part of the statement,
then how true that is for them. The six Scholastic Competence items were used as
indicators for the Academic Self-Concept construct. Due to the length of each item,
they were labeled Item 1-Item 6. Harter (1985) reported adequate internal
consistency, with coefficients ranging from .75 to .85 for the Scholastic Competence.
In the current sample, coefficient alpha for the Scholastic subscale was .84. The
manual did not report test-retest reliability estimates. Results of a factor analysis
yielded a clear six-factor structure, corresponding to the six subscales of the
measure (Harter, 1985).

Academic success was measured by grades in reading and math and student-
reported academic enablers. Students participated in the study during the fourth
quarter, thus, reading and math grades from that quarter were obtained from school
records and were coded in the following manner: 1=4A,2=B,3=C,4=D,5=F.
Thus, lower numbers represented better academic grades. Academic enablers were
measured via the Academic Competence Evaluation Scales (ACES; DiPerna & Elliott,
2000), which is a norm-referenced rating scale for evaluating academic functioning
of students from kindergarten through college. The student-rated version of the
Academic Enablers Scale was used in the current study. The ACES has been
standardized on a national sample of teachers and students. Reliability for the
Academic Enablers Scale is demonstrated through strong internal consistency
(coefficient alphas were .96 and .95 for the 6th- to 8th-grade cluster) and a test-
retest correlation of .82. Validity for the ACES is demonstrated through factor
analysis and correlations with similar measures.

Procedures

After obtaining institutional review board approval, school administrators were
contacted. Parental consent forms were sent home with all students. Of the



approximately 1,700 consent forms sent out to students at the three schools, 175
consent forms were returned with positive consent for participation (approximately
a 10% return rate). Due to absences on the day of data collection, 161 students
completed surveys. Student participants provided assent for participation in the
study prior to completing any surveys. Research assistants monitored students
during the completion of the surveys and answered questions asked by participants.

Structural Equation Modeling and Testing for Mediation

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to conduct all main analyses in the
current study. The models comprised four latent variables: victimization, academic
self-concept, and academic achievement. AMOS 20 (Arbuckle, 2007) was used, and
the estimation method was maximum likelihood estimation. Model fit was evaluated
based on five measures of fit: x2, the comparative fit index (CFI), standardized root
mean residual (SRMR), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and
parsimonious normed fit index (PNFI), which were chosen based on
recommendations by Hooper, Coughlan, and Mullen (2008). When evaluating fit, it
is desirable to have a nonsignificant x2 value (Barrett, 2007); however, there are
some cautions when interpreting model fit using the x2. For example, this fit index is
sensitive to sample size. A significant x2 is common when testing a model with both
large and small sample sizes (Kenny & McCoach, 2003). In a small sample, such as
the sample in the current study, there may not be enough power to discriminate
between good and poor-fitting models. It is recommended that researchers consider
other fit indices when deciding whether or not the model fit the data. Contemporary
guidelines suggest that models may be considered to have adequate fit if CFI values
are above .95 (Fan, Thompson, & Wang, 1999; Hu & Bentler, 1999; Schermelleh-
Engel, Moosbrugger, & Miiller, 2003), SRMR values are close to 0, especially models
with SRMR values below .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and RMSEA values below .07
(Steiger, 1990) or .06 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). The PNFI is also reported, but there is
no widely accepted cutoff for this index. Mulaik et al. (1989) suggest that values
near .50 or greater are acceptable.

Research questions in the present study examined indirect (mediated) effects using
bootstrapping (Preacher & Hayes, 2008; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Hayes (2009)
argued that bootstrapping is a superior method for testing indirect effects.
Bootstrapping is essentially when a sample is treated as the population from which
small samples are drawn, analyzed, and replaced. This resampling with replacement
process is repeated a number of times (5,000 for the present study), and each time,
the necessary analyses are conducted (Hayes, 2009). Bootstrapping can provide
analysts with estimated standard errors, confidence intervals, and p values for total,
direct, and indirect effects that are tested in an SEM model. An additional advantage
of bootstrapping is that it can be used with small to moderate sample sizes (20-80
cases; Shrout & Bolger, 2002), thus utilizing bootstrapping in the present analyses
with this sample is appropriate. The final sample in the current study was 140 cases,
but indirect effects were calculated for boys (n = 58) and girls (n = 82) separately.



Missing Data

SEM is the preferred method for testing mediation effects (Hoyle & Smith, 1994);
however, there are some limitations to using this technique when data are missing.
AMOS 20, the SEM package used in the current study, requires that there be no
missing data when bootstrapping is applied to analyses. Bootstrapping is not
possible if the data contain missing values because one could potentially create a
bootstrap sample comprising mostly or only missing values. Although AMOS allows
missing data when calculating total, direct, and indirect effects, if the analyst needs
to obtain estimated standard errors, confidence intervals, and p values via
bootstrapping, missing data are not allowed. As a result, for the current study, 21
cases were deleted due to incomplete data on one or more of the indicators in the
measurement model. This resulted in a final sample size of 140.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 presents means and standard deviations of main study variables by gender,
as well as analysis of variance results testing for gender differences in the means of
the main study variables. There were no significant gender differences except for
Academic Enablers, F(1,141) = 12.49, p <.001, with girls reporting higher scores.
Table 2 contains bivariate correlations between main study variables by gender.

Factor Analysis of the Victimization Scale

Item parceling was used to develop two subscales for the Reynolds's (2003) BVS
Victimization scale. Item parceling is advantageous for studies examining latent
constructs, as it can reduce the number of parameters estimated and provide more
stable estimates and model fit indices (Holt, 2004 ). The BVS manual stated that the
Victimization subscale addressed different types of victimization. Ten items
included victimization resulting from physical touch (e.g., “one or more kids hit me
for no reason,” “kids took my books or papers”) and 10 items consisted of other
types of victimization (e.g., “other kids teased me or called me names,” “I told my
parents other kids were picking on me”). Three of the items involved threatened
actions (e.g., “kids said they would hurt my family”) so were not used in the
analyses. Principal axis factoring with oblique rotation was used to force two factors
(Physical Victimization and Nonphysical Victimization). All but two items loaded on
the expected factor. Two items (“some kids said they would hurt me” and “some
kids tried to pick a fight with me”) loaded on both factors, but had higher loadings
for the Nonphysical factor. The final solution included 10 items on the Physical
Victimization scale and 10 items on the Nonphysical Victimization scale. Factor
loadings for items on the Physical Victimization factor ranged from .32 (“some kids
broke something of mine”) to .97 (“other kids did things to me that made me feel
bad”), and loadings for items on the Non-Physical Victimization scale ranged from



.32 (“I ran away from kids picking on me”) to .76 (“some kids chased me”). These
items loaded in a theoretically consistent manner. Internal consistency for both
scales was calculated, and alpha was acceptable for both the Physical Victimization
scale (.89) and Nonphysical Victimization scale (.89).

Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations of Main Study Variables and Gender ANOVA Results

Total Boys Girls Univariate

Variable M SD M SD M SD F(1, 141)
Physical victimization .29 44 37 54 .24 .35 285
Nonphysical victimization .56 57 .54 .58 57 57 .08
Academic Self-Concept 16.29 4.03 15.97 3.52 16.51 4.35 10
Reading 1.68 1.01 1.79 1.10 1.61 .84 1.72
Math 1.82 1.02 1.71 97 1.80 1.06 1.36
Academic Enablers 149.36 2420 141.59 23.38 154.66 23.43 12.49°
Note

ANOVA = analysis of variance.

*p < .001.

Table 2. Pearson Correlation among Main Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Physical 70= -.26 20 03 -.18
2. Nonphysical 81= -.08 01 -.05 01
3. Academic Self-Concept -.48~ -50= -34= -.44= 43~
4. Reading 14 A5 -.43% 85~ -.39%
5. Math 09 .05 -.36% 49~ -.32"
6. Academic Enablers -325 -.33% 53% -.45= -37=

*p < .01. **p < .001; correlations for boys above the diagonal and for girls, below the diagonal.

Primary Analyses
Measurement Model

The first step was to examine the paths between the indicators and the respective
latent variables and the overall model fit. For the entire sample, all path coefficients
between indicators and latent variables were significant and in the expected
direction, except for the path between victimization and academic success. For boys,
all path coefficients between the indicators and their respective latent variables
were significant and in the expected direction, except for the path between physical
victimization and its latent variable, which was not significant. For girls, all path
coefficients between indicators and latent variables were significant and in the
expected direction. Chi-square was significant, x2(82) = 115.22, p <.01, but because
other fit indices indicated acceptable fit (CFI = .95, SRMR =.06, RMSEA = .05, Cl on
RMSEA =.03-.08, PNFI =.62) the structural components of the model were
interpreted.



Structural Model

The first model tested the indirect effect of academic self-concept on the relation
between victimization and academic success for the entire sample, then a second
model examined gender differences. Table 3 contains standardized and
unstandardized coefficients, standard errors, and p values for the measurement and

structural models for the total sample and for boys and girls separately (see Figure
1).

Table 3. Academic Self-Concept Mediation Model for Total Sample and by Gender

B SE B p
Measurement Model Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls Total Boys Girls
Victimization
Physical ltems 75 3.93 .54 14 8.54 08 .88 1.82 .88 001 646 001
Nonphysical ltems 1.00 1.00 1.00 .82 .39 .82

Academic Self-Concept
ASC Item 1 1.18 1.13 1.26 .15 .18 23 0.79 .84 .78 001 .001 001
ASC ltem 2 1.15 84 1.43 .15 15 26 0.77 73 .81 001 .001 .001
ASC ltem 3 0.89 87 1.07 0.15 18 24 0.56 .52 .58 .001 .001 001
ASC ltem 4 0.80 60 .96 0.15 A7 23 0.52 48 .53 .001 .001 .001
ASC ltem 5 1.07 1.07 1.07 0.13 A7 .20 0.79 .83 .76 001 001 001
ASC ltem 6 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.67 .76 .64

Academic Achievement
Academic Enabler -18.81 12.359 26.12 349 3.82 5.66 -.58 48 .68 001 001 001
Math .80 83 .99 15 19 24 66 .78 .59 001 .001 001
Reading 1.00 1.00 1.00 75 .83 .69

Structural Model

ASC +— Victimization 0.06 04 .06 0.01 .03 02 0.41 13 .53 01 .101 001

AA +— ASC 0.73 62 .84 0.15 .29 22 0.64 49 .82 02 002 .001

AA + Victimization 0.01 02 .02 0.02 .03 02 004 .06 15 89 .382 33

Note
ASC = Academic Self-Concept; AA = academic achievement.

To answer the main research questions, bootstrap estimates of the direct and
indirect effects, and corresponding p values were examined (see Table 3). The first
research question asked whether there was an indirect (i.e., mediated) effect of
Academic Self-Concept on the association between Victimization and Academic
Success for the entire sample (3 =.26, p <.001). The second research question
tested the same model for both boys and girls. The indirect effect of Academic Self-
Concept was not significant (§ =.06, p =.15) for boys, but was significant for girls (3
=.47,p <.001). This indicates that Academic Self-Concept was a significant mediator
for girls, but not for boys.

Direct Effects



The individual direct effects between Victimization and Academic Self-Concept for
boys and girls were examined. For girls, there was a significant direct effect of
Victimization on Academic Self-Concept (f =-.57, p <.001), but the effect was not
significant for boys (f =-.13, p =.35).

11 0% radi
- 06™5 (- 15%%) 83* (69%) Reading
) 1.82* (.88%)
Physical
78* (.59*
R Academic A ) Math
Victimization Success
Non-Physical 39 (.92*%) ;
39(92 -A48* (-.68%) Academic
-13% (-53%) -49* (-82%) Enablers
84 (.78%) 73* (81%) 52%(.58%) 18* (.53%) 83* (.76*) 76° (:64°)
ltem 1 Item 2 Item 3 Item 4 Item § Item 6

Figure 1. Standardized estimates for academic self-concept mediation model for boys and girls. Estimates in parenthesis
represent the standardized estimates for girls. Latent constructs are shown in circles, and observed variables are shown in
rectangles. *p < 001.

Discussion

The goal of the current study was to investigate the role of academic self-concept in
the relation between victimization and academic achievement. Previous studies
have found that there is an indirect effect of internalizing problems on this relation
(Graham et al., 2006; Juvonen et al., 2001; Schwartz et al., 2005), but the current
study found a significant indirect effect of academic self-concept on the relation
between victimization and academic achievement. This study is unique in that it is
the first to test, and find support for, the indirect effect of academic self-concept on
the negative relationship between victimization and academic achievement. Prior
work has established that victimized peers are at greater risk for academic
difficulties, but the reason for this is not certain (Nakamoto & Schwartz, 2010);
however, the results of the first research question would suggest that lower
academic self-concept would explain the association between victimization and
lower academic achievement.

When this model was examined for gender differences, the indirect effect of
academic self-concept was significant for girls, but not for boys. Although other
studies have not tested academic self-concept as a mediator, there is some evidence
that there are different relations between victimization and academic achievement
for boys and girls. Hoglund (2007) found that, for girls, internalizing problems



explained the relation between victimization and engagement, but internalizing
problems were not a significant mediator for boys among any relation tested in the
study. Considering the function of internalizing distress and self-concept is
important because previous research has established that internalizing symptoms
and self-concept have a moderate, positive association (Merrell, 2008). Future
research should determine whether the association between victimization and
academic difficulties is due to negative self-concept or the internalizing symptoms
associated with being a victim. A potential confound, however, is that internalizing
symptoms and self-concept seem to be reciprocally related and directionality is
difficult to determine (Merrell, 2008). It logical that internalizing symptoms could
have a negative impact on academic self-concept and that negative academic self-
concept could have a negative impact on internalizing symptoms.

When testing the model on the entire sample, there was a significant indirect effect
of academic self-concept, but when examining the model for boys and girls
separately, the model only held for girls. Other studies have found gender
differences in the impact of victimization on academic outcomes (e.g., Hoglund,
2007), but others have not (e.g., Flook, Repetti, & Ullman, 2005). It may be that
mediators tested and the way that academic achievement is defined have an impact
on the outcomes. For example, the Hoglund (2007) study found gender differences
when the outcome was academic engagement, but found no gender differences
when the outcome was grade point average. However, victimization may simply
have a greater negative impact on academic outcomes, such as academic self-
concept, academic enablers, and academic grades, for girls compared with boys.

Limitations

The findings of this study should be interpreted with some caution. First, the
reliance on self-report for the victimization and academic self-concept variables
could increase response bias among participants and introduce error into the data.
Although there are limitations associated with self-report, some of the information
assessed in the current study might be best obtained from each individual. For
example, it might difficult for a parent or teacher to rate a student's level of
academic self-concept. However, some researchers argue that the use of self-report
of victimization might not be the most reliable form of data collection (Cornell,
Sheras, & Cole, 2006). Peer nomination may be a more reliable option when
identifying “true” victims (Cornell et al., 2006). However, the goal of this study was
to examine relations between victimization and other variables, not to identify
“true” victims according to a strict definition. Given this focus, the use of self-
reported victimization seems appropriate in this study.

Additionally, a factor that could limit the generalization of the study is the cross-
sectional design of the study. All data were collected at the same point in time; thus,
longitudinal relations among the variables could not be examined. There is some
evidence that there may be differences in the concurrent and predictive relationship
of peer victimization and academic performance. For example, Juvonen et al. (2000)



found that victimization was predictive of future psychological adjustment
problems, but not future school success problems. However, Schwartz et al. (2005)
reported that victimization was related to academic achievement on both
concurrent and predictive levels. The cross-sectional design of the present study did
not allow for the examination of both types of relations, so long-term implications
cannot be interpreted. Finally, a major limitation of the study is related to the
sample size and demographics. The sample of participants in this study were
primarily White and from rural or suburban settings. The demographic
characteristics of the sample are partly due to the region in which the data were
collected, but may be due to the low parental consent return rate (~10%)).

Implications

This study was the first to examine academic self-concept as a potential mediator in
the victimization-academic achievement relation. This provides further support for
the theories of academic self-concept, which posit that a person's belief that he or
she is competent is influenced by social events and can have an impact on academic
performance. Although causal relationships were not tested in the current study,
there is now support showing that this interaction might be occurring concurrently.

Several important implications for intervention and prevention efforts for
individuals or groups exist. This study demonstrated that being victimized is linked
to lower academic self-concept and lower academic achievement. If a school's goal is
to improve academic achievement for all students, but peer victimization is a
significant problem at the school, results of the current study would suggest that
school mental health professionals should consider interventions that address
academic self-concept for those students who are victimized. The current study
found a negative relation between victimization and academic self-concept; thus,
school mental health professionals should consider creating interventions to
address both areas, in addition to internalizing problems that often are associated
with victimization. Although causal statements cannot be made, the results of the
study can inform some decisions that need to be made when working with
individuals who have been victimized. When working with victimized girls, it is
especially important to address academic self-concept.

Because the current study found that academic self-concept mediated the
association between victimization and academic achievement for girls only, girls
may be especially susceptible to negative academic outcomes associated with
victimization and academic self-concept. Although there is some debate about
whether girls experience more relational victimization than boys do, it is important
to recognize that victimized girls are susceptible to social, emotional, and academic
outcomes regardless of the type of victimization they experience.

Future Directions and Conclusion



There are several modifications that could be made to explore the interrelations
among victimization, self-concept, and academic achievement more thoroughly. For
example, Woods and Wolke (2004) explored differences in the association between
academic achievement and direct (i.e., physical) or indirect (i.e., relational)
victimization. They found no significant relation between direct victimization and
standardized test scores, but there was a significant relation between indirect
victimization and test scores. Future studies could explore a model similar to that
used in the current study, but could test separate models for different types of
victimization.

Considering directionality of the impact of victimization, academic self-concept, and
academic achievement in relation to each other is important. Marsh (1990)
proposed that although initial academic achievements are likely to occur prior to the
development of academic self-concept, there is theoretical and empirical evidence to
suggest that academic self-concept influences later academic achievement. There is
some debate in the victimization literature about whether academic achievement
declines after victimization or whether lower achievement youth somehow “invite”
victimization (Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). The causal ordering of victimization,
academic self-concept, and academic achievement has not been specifically
explored, but information about causation could be very helpful for researchers,
mental health practitioners, and educators.

Conclusion

The current study found that academic self-concept, or a student's belief that he or
she is academically competent, explains the negative relation between victimization
and academic achievement. Gender also seems to be an important variable in this
relationship; when the model was tested for gender differences, the mediated
relationship was only significant for girls, not boys. Thus, in the adolescent sample,
the negative relation between victimization and academic outcomes was explained
by low academic self-concept for girls. Although more work is needed to confirm
these findings, it is hypothesized that peer victimization may be more detrimental to
girls’ academic self-concept and academic achievement.
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