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The teachers in this action research study examined the problem of relational aggression
at Whirlwind Academy. Relational aggression can be defined as the purposeful manipulation of
peer relationships with the intent to cause harm. Associated behaviors may include social
exclusion, gossip, clique-forming, and cyber bullying. The nine teachers analyzed middle school
girl behaviors to identify relational aggression, effective relational aggression intervention, and
their own confidence to intervene. In addition to the teachers’ collaboration, they met twice with
a panel of seven middle school girls to better understand the students’ first-hand experiences

with the problem. This action research process enabled the teachers to self-reflect about their



own experiences with relational aggression and how their personal histories influenced their
practices as teachers. By the conclusion of the study, the teachers had changed their
identification of relational aggression among their girls at Whirlwind and preventative
interventions. They reported that they needed additional support by the school administration to
feel confident enough to change their reactive interventions in a sustainable way. This action
research process may be duplicated with other teachers or schools to facilitate site-specific

relational aggression intervention training.
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Chapter One: The Problem Statement

Introduction

Over a third (33%) of middle school girls report having been a victim of relational
aggression according to a city wide study of Austin Independent School District from 2009-2010
(Austin Independent School District: Department of Program Evaluation, 2010). Relational
aggression is a specific type of bullying defined as “harm that occurs through injury or
manipulation of a relationship” (Young, Boye, & Nelson, 2006, p. 297). This type of bullying is
subtle and covert, consisting of such devious behaviors as social exclusion, spreading rumors,
and purposeful ignoring (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).

Relational aggression is the most prevalent type of bullying among middle school girls,
with one study finding that students ages 11-15 reported being exposed to 33 acts of relational
aggression during the course of one week (Coyne, Archer, & Eslea, 2006). Girls in middle
school are especially vulnerable to this type of bullying because they place great value and
importance on their intimate social relationships (Crick, Bigbee, & Howes, 1996; Murray-Close,
Ostrov, & Crick, 2007). Because the wounds inflicted by relational aggression are not visible, the
detrimental and harmful effects of this type of aggression are often not recognized. Research,
however, contends, that relational aggression consequences, including depression, anxiety,
absenteeism and suicidal ideation, are often much more injurious than physical wounds (Crick,
Casas, & Nelson, 2002; Galen & Underwood, 1997; Hawker & Boulton, 2000). While students
plead for teachers to intervene (Casey-Cannon, Hayward, & Gowan, 2001; Crothers, Kolbert, &
Barker, 2006; Olweus, 1993), their pleas are often ignored. Some teachers regard relational

aggression as normative developmental behavior for girls, i.e. “girls will be girls” (Clarke, 1997,



Jeffrey, Miller, & Linn, 2001). Teachers also claim that they lack the knowledge and skills to
reduce these acts of bullying (Olweus, 1993; Yoon, Barton, & Taiariol, 2004). Yet a meta-
analysis of relational aggression research notes that teachers not only feel ill-prepared to deal
with the bullying, but there also exists a dearth of research-based intervention strategies (Young
et al., 2006). Because relational aggression, also known as “relational aggression” in the research
literature, spikes in early adolescence (Casey-Cannon et al., 2001), middle school girls need
advocates to address this often-subtle form of bullying. I conducted action research to design and
implement a teacher training program to decrease relational aggression among middle school
girls. During the course of this study, the term “relational aggression” will be used to discuss all
the aggressive bullying behaviors that harmfully manipulate peer relationships.

As part of a pilot study, | surveyed teachers to gather some background data to
substantiate the need for this research. A questionnaire was sent to approximately 200 K-12
teachers at both west coast and east coast public and private schools. The goal of the
questionnaire was affirm studies’ findings that teachers report feeling undertrained to deal with
relational aggression and would benefit from additional training (Bauman, Rigby, & Hoppa,
2008; Craig, Henderson, & Murphy, 2000; O’Moore, 2000). | sent the questionnaire to 200
teachers, though just 64 (33%) responded. Of these 64 respondents, 70% teach in public schools,
and 30% are in private or religiously affiliated schools. In terms of grade levels, 10% teach at the
primary level, 70% at the middle school level, and 28.3% at the high school level. | selected
teachers and administrators at four schools to send out the questionnaire via email to their fellow
teachers. My goal with the survey was to gain additional background information on teachers’
perceptions of relational aggression and their own preparedness in addressing it. | asked teachers

to report their experiences with relational aggression as well as their views regarding socially



manipulative behaviors as normative or as a type of bullying behavior. Additionally, the survey
asked the respondents if they thought teachers needed training to help solve relational
aggression, and if so, what kind.

The survey revealed that 84.1% of respondents reported that they witness peer-to-peer
acts of relational aggression “sometimes,” “often,” or “frequently.” Additionally, a majority of
respondents report that while they do not consider socially aggressive behaviors as a “normal”
stage of adolescence for boys, almost 80% consider relationally aggressive behaviors “normal”
for girls. This finding substantiated the need for additional teacher training regarding social
aggression as a type of bullying among girls, rather than the commonly- perceived “normal”
behavior. Additionally, over 70% of teachers reported that they either “somewhat agree” or
agree” that additional knowledge, skills, and training would aid them in intervening in instances
of relational aggression among their students.

These findings reaffirm the research that suggests that teachers both need and desire
additional training to intervene in relational aggression, which one questionnaire respondent
called “an epidemic in today’s school and in society at large.” Another respondent summed up
the need for additional training by saying, “I would love additional training [as] | feel powerless
to discuss it in my class.” The respondent then added, “I think any sound training program
should also offer some listening time and reflection time so that the participants can effectively
deal with their own emotional baggage that prevents them from being effective helpers of
children. This is an emotionally laden topic...[for which] there is great need for help.” Since the
majority of respondents were middle school teachers, this preliminary survey highlighted the fact

that middle school teachers are confronted with issues pertaining to relational aggression among



their students and have conflicting experiences with intervention training and perceptions of how
and when to intervene.

This action research study sought to conduct research in which the researcher (as
facilitator) and nine middle school educators from a 7"-12" grade private school in an suburban
area used existent research on relational aggression as a guide to examine their identifications of
peer-to-peer relational aggression among their students, learn about intervention strategies,
implement their strategies, and analyze practices for effectiveness, which led to further changes

in practice.

Background-Relational Aggression

Crick & Grotpeter (1995) define relational aggression as a type of bullying that involves
intentionally harming of someone though manipulation of a relationship rather than the more
overt physical aggression. Though it is often subtle and difficult to recognize (Crick & Grotpeter,
1995), this type of aggression is categorized as bullying within Olweus’ (1993) three criteria for
bullying: 1) It is aggressive and intentional “harmdoing” (p. 1173), 2) it is repeated over time,
and 3) it involves an imbalance of power in an interpersonal relationship. Chapter Two will
elaborate on this definition and provide further discussion of specific relational aggression
behaviors.

Research has uncovered the long-lasting and harmful effects of relational aggression.
These effects include social-psychological maladjustment including depression, loneliness, social
isolation, social anxiety, and low-self-esteem (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996). Additionally, bullying
victimization has repeatedly been associated with suicidal ideation and self-injurious behaviors

(Kaltiala-Heino, Rimpela, Marttunen, Rimpela, & Rantanen, 1999).



Background-Relational aggression and Gender Roles

Extensive research regarding relational aggression and gender finds that girls are affected
most frequently and most severely by this type of bullying (Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Grotpeter
& Crick, 1996; Murray-Close et al., 2007; Wang, lannotti, & Nansel, 2009; Young et al., 2006).
In particular, Crick & Grotpeter (1995) find that while girls are more socially aggressive per
bullying incidence than boys, boys are more physically aggressive per bullying incidence. This
phenomena has been associated with young female students, as girls “tend to be involved in
intimate relationships with a few close peers” (Murray-Close et al., 2007, p. 189). Studies
indicate that girls base their social experiences on peer intimacy with a few meaningful friends
rather than boys who often base their friendships on the gender goals of physical dominance
(Merrell, Buchanan, & Tran, 2006).Therefore, girls are significantly more susceptible to both the
threat and harmful effects of experiences of relational aggression (Yoon et al., 2004). Most
studies agree that the social and emotional effects of relational aggression are more severe for
girls than boys (Crick, 1996; Paquette & Underwood, 1999).

Some studies however, find boys are as vulnerable to relational aggression as girls. While
Merrell et al. (2006) note a few atypical studies suggesting that boys exhibit more relational
aggression behaviors than girls, these studies focus on young preschool children rather than older

children or adolescents.

Background-Relational aggression and Middle School

While socially aggressive acts have been reported in children as young as the age of
three, relationally aggressive behaviors are thought to grow more sophisticated and covert as

children enter into middle childhood and adolescence and grow more socially cognizant and



manipulative (Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Lagerspetz, 1994; Crick et al., 1996). Yoon et al. (2004)
suggest that the years of middle school are a hot-bed period for relational aggression among girls
because there are significant developmental changes that adolescents undergo in these years,
including: seeking independence from parents and increasing interests in their peers, which
results in increasing importance of social status and acceptance. As Savin-Williams & Berndt
(1990) argue, because adolescent girls place great importance on emotional closeness within
their peer relationships “a possible attempt to hurt an intimate friendship or social reputation
would be perceived as an enormous threat and is most likely to have significant implications in
peer relationships” (Yoon et al., 2004, p. 305).

As children grow from early childhood into middle childhood and adolescence, their
increasing independence from their parents, social dependence on their peers, and sophisticated
social cognition skills, make socially aggressive behaviors not only more hurtful, but also much
more subtle, manipulative, and sophisticated (Crick, Casas, & Ku, 1999; Sutton, Smith, &
Swettenham, 1999). This heightened phenomena of sneaky, covert, and subtle bullying in middle
school makes relational aggression difficult to see, hard to pinpoint, nearly impossible to

tangibly prove, plus extremely difficult for teachers to address.

Background--Why teacher intervention training?

Despite such research, multiple studies confirm that relational aggression among girls is
often considered by teachers to be normal developmental behavior (Bauman & Del Rio, 2006;
Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Jeffrey et al., 2001; Yoon et al., 2004). Additionally, Boulton’s
(1997) seminal study found that while teachers were quick to label physically aggressive

behaviors as “bullying,” socially aggressive behaviors including name calling, social exclusion,



spreading rumors, gossip, and intentional ignoring were not regarded by teachers as a form of
bullying. Other studies corroborate these findings and go on to suggest that teachers need and
often want more training in how to recognize and address relational aggression (Bauman & Del
Rio, 2006; Craig et al., 2000; Espelage & Swearer, 2004; O’Moore, 2000). Furthermore, studies
have found that students who are both victimized by social aggression or involved in bullying
situations would like for teachers to be proactive in addressing the behaviors. Students reported
they believe that teacher intervention is one of the most productive means of curbing the bullying
(Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Crothers et al., 2006; Olweus, 1993).

Students’ desire for their teachers to intervene in acts of bullying and social aggression is
pivotal because it demonstrates the pivotal role of teachers in the students’ lives and school
climate. According to Olweus (1993) and Holt & Keyes (2004), teachers’ attitudes and behaviors
towards bullying significantly contribute to a school climate that either tolerates or discourages
bullying. If teachers do not recognize and address instances of relational aggression (as they
often are ill-prepared to do), they are passively creating a school climate that enables the

destructive bullying behaviors.

Background-Existing Bullying Intervention Strategies

Young at al.’s (2006) meta-analysis of studies related to relational aggression and
schools’ responses found that “research-based intervention [strategies]...are not yet available,”
forcing educators to “apply the physical aggression literature to relationally aggressive children
and their targets [or] consider relational aggression studies and extrapolate interventions” (p.
122). Given that there is a dearth of research-based intervention strategies specifically geared

toward issues of relational aggression, this action research study aimed to use the teachers’ first-



hand experiences with their relational aggression among their female middle school students to
develop a research-based intervention program and simultaneously assess its efficacy.

This action research project involved a small group of nine middle school teachers
working together to assess their experiences identifying and intervening in cases of relational
aggression among their female students. Additionally, throughout this self-reflective process, the
teachers began to put their findings into practice with their students and ultimately share their
observations, understandings, and conclusions with other teachers and administrators at the
school. The goals of this study included: 1) Increasing teachers’ understandings of relational
aggression through exposure to research so they recognize these behaviors among their students;
2) Facilitating teacher assessment of the interactions between their students so teachers can
create and foster safe and healthy classroom environments; 3) Facilitating teachers’ self-
reflection regarding their perceptions of relational aggression and strategies for intervention so
that the teachers felt invested in the research and had greater probability of implementing
intervention strategies; 4) Facilitating teachers’ innovation and discussion of best practices for
addressing relational aggression behaviors so that they do not rely upon faulty or inappropriate
intervention strategies; 5) Providing a forum for teachers’ to reflect on the efficacy of their
intervention strategies to further their personal investment in the research; and finally, (6)
Enabling teachers to share their findings with the school community in order to educate other
teachers and administrators, in turn creating a school climate that proactively dissuaded acts of

relational aggression.

Research Questions

The research questions for this study were:



1. To what extent does the action research process change teacher’s identifications of
relational aggression behaviors among middle school girls?

2. What do middle school teachers report as effective intervention strategies to decrease
relational aggression among their students?

3. To what extent do the intervention strategies appear to increase teachers’ confidence
to recognize and decrease relational aggression among middle school girls?

4. What is the process by which teachers’ change their identifications of relational

aggression behaviors and effective intervention strategies?

Research Design-Methods

This study was a qualitative action research study. Qualitative methods were appropriate
because a fundamental component of qualitative research is that “individuals construct reality in
interaction with their social worlds” (Merriam, 2009, p. 22). This interpretive type of research
could be aptly applied to the study of relational aggression and teacher training because acts of
relational aggression are inherently open to interpretation and unquantifiable. Subtle acts of
relational aggression, including eye-rolling, back turning, and social exclusion must be perceived
and judged as having relational aggression qualities by the observer, in a way that quantitative
analysis was not able to capture.

I chose an action research approach because the problem required self-reflection and a
personal approach to understanding it. Because relationally aggressive behaviors are often hard
to detect, subjective, and subtle, the teachers needed to reflect on their personal experiences and
perspectives towards their identifications and intervention strategies. In addition, the teachers

needed to implement their research and personally assess the efficacy of their findings when put



into practice. Kolb (1984) and Schon (1983) suggest that when educators participate in action
research, they consciously learn from their experience. The systematic reflection in which
practitioners participate in action research lent itself to both effective learning and the ability to
apply one’s learnings to his or her teaching practices. This research method was particularly
valuable to deal with issues of relational aggression as the teachers were able to perceive
relational aggression in new ways, apply interventions in real time, and then reflect upon and
evaluate the efficacy of those interventions, all as a part of the cyclical action research process.

This was a qualitative study in which the teachers actively engaged in the action research
process. They learned about relational aggression, assessed their own identifications of relational
aggression, designed and implemented intervention strategies geared towards addressing and
combatting relational aggression among their students, and evaluated both the interventions and
the action research process itself.

The research methods included pre and post descriptive surveys, my observations of
group meetings and field notes, teachers’ personal reflection journals, audio recordings of
teachers’ meetings and discussions, and interviews. The pre and post descriptive survey asked
teachers about their identifications of relational aggression, their perceptions of effective
intervention strategies, and their confidence level in addressing relational aggression among their
students. The surveys also set up a standard of comparison to measure change over time. The
personal reflection journals prompted the teachers to reflect upon their experiences with
relational aggression, the action research process, and also influenced the content of the group
meetings. In addition to the reflection journals, my observations and field notes recorded

teachers’ body language, facial expressions, intonations, and general observations during the
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group discussions and meetings. | also recorded themes and patterns in discussions and the topics

upon which the research team focused.

This study’s design and logic model was significantly guided by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
socio-ecological framework. This framework suggests that relational aggression, as a
phenomenon, is influenced by the community around it, including the individual, teachers,
family, and surrounding community (Swearer et al., 2006). This theory explains why bullying is
more than a student problem; rather multiple stakeholders’ roles are vital in addressing relational

aggression.
Research Site/Populations

Private schools were appropriate sites to study the problem of relational aggression, as
they often have highly competitive atmospheres that foster relational aggression behaviors
among the students. The very nature of “exclusivity” that exists in the private school culture
enables these behaviors. Whirlwind Academy (pseudonym) was chosen for the action research
site because it is a co-ed 7"-12" grade middle and high school whose mission is to “challenge
students to achieve excellence in a nurturing, inclusive community.” Yet, this premise of
inclusivity and nurturing belied the reality of relational aggression that was happening among the
middle school girls, evidenced by the Whirlwind middle school bullying survey (Appendix A).
The existent survey data revealed that while nearly 91% of middle schoolers reported they had
“Never” been physically bullied during the course of a typical month, nearly 70% of them
reported being victims of verbal or social bullying one to two times over the course of a month.
An additional 11% of the middle schoolers reported that they had been victims of relational

aggression, either once a week or several times a week. Though the middle school bullying
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survey revealed the prevalence of verbal and social bullying on campus, Whirlwind Academy
had no formal policies regarding relational aggression for either the students or the teachers.
Because this private school has no existing intervention strategies in place, teachers were likely
ill-prepared to recognize and address this type of bullying.

The action research study involved a small group of nine middle school educators who
volunteered to be a part of the study. The teachers were both new and veteran teachers and all
female. The educators were mainly teachers and advisers, with one middle school administrative
dean. Additionally, the study involved seven middle school girls who were on the student
leadership council. The students had been previously elected by their peers to act as voices for
their peer counterparts and interface with the administration and faculty about important school

issues. They volunteered to take part in this study.

Data Collection & Analysis

I collected data on teachers’ initial perceptions and experiences with relational aggression
through a pre-intervention descriptive survey. The survey results were coded for emerging
themes and shared back with the action research (AR) team. After multiple sessions I distributed
journal prompts via email and had the educators respond to me prior to the next group meeting.
The journal reflections were coded for themes regarding the AR process, changing views
regarding relational aggression, educators’ confidence levels and other prevalent themes. These
journal responses helped guide the AR process as well as substantiate findings from the pre-
intervention survey.

I observed and audio-recorded the meetings, as well as wrote down my observations

immediately after each meeting. In this way | acted as participant-as-observer and engaged in the
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process, without being hindered by immediate note-taking. Throughout this action research
cycle, I transcribed the audio-recordings of the discussions and coded for pervasive themes,
perceptions, and observations. The post-survey acted as a follow-up to the pre-intervention
survey and was analyzed as a standard of comparison to measure the educators’ post-intervention
change in their identifications of relational aggression, perceptions of effective intervention
strategies for their middle school female students, and confidence levels in addressing relational
aggression. The post-intervention one-on-one interview focused on all of the research questions,
including probing more deeply into how the AR process influenced any change in their

perceptions of relational aggression or confidence levels.

Significance of Research

At the conclusion of this study, the seven girls from the action research team designed
and led a middle school advisory session. The eighth grade girls mentored the seventh grade girls
about relational aggression. The teachers also invited the full faculty to participate in a similar
relational aggression enquiry and have asked the administration to incorporate a date for faculty

professional development into the 2014-2015 calendar.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review

This chapter presents an analysis of the research on relational aggression among middle
school girls and the need for training teachers how to reduce it. It presents key findings regarding
the background of relational aggression, its intersection with gender and middle school, and
teachers’ experiences with this problem. Initially, I discuss the seminal research that defines
relational aggression as a type of bullying; this research addresses the behaviors that manifest in
acts of relational aggression as well as the negative consequences of relational aggression for
both aggressor and victim. I then turn to the literature that shows an association between
relationally aggressive behaviors and gender, specifically demonstrating the correlation between
girls and acts of relational aggression. I next provide evidence regarding relational aggression
and middle school. These studies show that relationally aggressive acts increase in frequency in
middle school age children and also investigate possible causes for this phenomenon, especially
in girls.

Finally, I address the need for teacher-intervention training to reduce bullying and
existing bullying intervention strategies. The paucity of intervention strategies and teacher
preparation to deal with this form of bullying combined with teachers’ desire for additional
training and students’ desire for teachers to recognize and intervene, support the need for this

study.

Relational aggression: Definition & Research History

Crick & Grotpeter (1995) define relational aggression as “harming others through

purposeful manipulation and damage of their peer relationships™ (p.711). This type of non-
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physical aggression is a form of bullying in which a student is repeatedly exposed to intentional
injury or discomfort by another student over time, and usually involves a physical or
psychological imbalance of power (Nansel TR, 2001).. While Olweus’ (1993) widely-accepted
definition of bullying has historically been applied by researchers to boys and overt physical
bullying, Crick & Grotpeter’s (1995) seminal study of relational aggression found that this is a
type of bullying that is distinct from overt aggression and is related to gender and social-
psychological adjustment. For the purposes of this study, the term “relational aggression” refers
to all the behaviors that are sometimes categorized as “social bullying,” “verbal indirect
aggression” or “social aggression”; all these terms refer to behaviors that are socially focused
and aimed at damaging one’s relationships (Coyne et al., 2006; Espelage & Swearer, 2004).
Crick & Grotpeter’s (1995) study, considered to have “opened the door” (Espelage &
Swearer, 2004, p. 24) for subsequent studies, looked at 491 3"-6" graders to measure and assess
relational and overt aggression. A peer-nomination instrument was administered, as the
researchers hypothesized that the peers would be the most reliable informants of often-subtle and
indirect relationally aggressive behaviors. This study concluded that girls are more frequently
involved in relationally aggressive bullying than boys (while boys are more overtly aggressive
than girls). The researchers included behaviors such as social exclusion, withdrawal of friendship
or acceptance, and spreading rumors as the relationally aggressive behaviors that are “intended to
significantly damage another child’s friendships or feelings of inclusion by the peer group”
(Crick & Grotpeter, 1995, p.711). This study also found that relational aggression is related to
maladjustment issues including depression, loneliness, and social isolation. Crick & Grotpeter
(1995) also suggested that prior research had underestimated the degree of bullying among girls,

as girls’ peer-group aggression had not been evaluated.
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Since Crick & Grotpeter’s (1995) study, researchers have looked at relational aggression
as a form of bullying and recognized its correlation with psychosocial maladjustment.
Subsequent studies find the correlation between relational aggression victimization and
internalizing problems include depression and anxiety and confirm the maladjustment
associations first introduced by Crick & Grotpeter (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996; Murray-Close et
al., 2007). In their meta-analytic review of the literature, Hawker & Boulton (2000) also review
literature that finds relational aggression can lead to anxiety, loneliness, and depression. Other
internalizing problems and behaviors that have been linked to relational aggression include
bulimic behaviors, substance abuse, delinquency and low self-esteem (Crick et al., 2002; Galen
& Underwood, 1997). Though the maladjustment consequences of relational aggressive can be
severe and perhaps more damaging than physical aggression (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996), research
indicates that relationally aggressive behaviors may not be recognized as bullying: They are by
definition covert, subtle, and manipulative (Young et al., 2006). While physical bullying is
tangible, relational aggression “leaves little tangible evidence of harm” (Young et al., 2006,
p.297). The research finds that it is hard to associate the consequences with the relationally
aggressive behavior because there is no tangible evidence of either the behavior or the
consequence. This is especially true of young children who may not understand or verbalize the
connection between the bullying and the resulting maladjustment.

In examining relational aggression among children, Wang et al. (2009) found that of
7,508 adolescents in the 2005/2006 Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) study,
51.4% reported being relationally bullied, relationally aggressing others, or both. This study’s
findings were consistent with previous findings that boys were less involved in relational

aggression than girls, and that while “boys engage more in physical or verbal bullying...girls use
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spreading rumors and social exclusion as bullying tactics” (Wang et al., 2009, p.373). Yet, while
research finds this to be true, girls’ behaviors are still often regarded as normal rather than
bullying.

Interestingly, while relational aggression was once under-recognized all-together, it has
now been popularized in mainstream media. Yet even as movies like Mean Girls has brought
these aggressive behaviors to the forefront of people’s consciousness, relational aggression is
still being portrayed as “girls being girls” rather than hurtful bullying. The media does, however,
reflect the pervasiveness of the frequency of this type of bullying in our schools, with one study
of 422 11-15 year olds finding that participants were exposed to 33 acts of relational aggression
during a typical week, both on television and in school settings (Coyne et al., 2006). Though
often portrayed in popular movies and books, Crick & Grotpeter (1995) found that the
acceptance of girls as bullies and relational aggression’s detrimental psycho-social effects is still

in its infancy in regards to empirically research-based intervention strategies.

Relational aggression: Gender

While significant research suggests that girls are more frequently and detrimentally
affected by relational aggression, there are studies that find this type of bullying is pervasive and
impactful for boys as well (Crick, Casas, & Mosher, 1997; R. L. Smith, Rose, & Schwartz-
Mette, 2010; Young et al., 2006). Crick et al. (1997) found that relational aggression is
significantly related to psycho-social maladjustment for both girls and boys. Most studies
recognize though that while physical aggression has been commonly associated with boys and
recognized as a form of bullying, girls were long considered nonaggressive because they did not

display as many physically aggressive behaviors (Berstein, 1998). Research has now emerged

17



that recognizes overt aggression and victimization as prevalent behaviors for boys, while
relational aggression is a more frequent common aggressive behavior among school-aged girls
(Bjorkqvist et al., 1994; Crick & Bigbee, 1998; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Crick & Nelson, 2002;
Wang et al., 2009). Further research contends that relational aggression appears in girls’
dynamics as early as preschool (Crick et al., 1999), but the correlation between gender
differences favoring girls and relational aggression increases in adolescence (Murray-Close et
al., 2007; R. L. Smith et al., 2010).

Research has examined this phenomena and found that the high-levels of intimacy
involved in girls’ friendships is associated with relationally aggressive behaviors; specifically
relationally aggressive girls tend to experience relational aggression within their friendships
whereas the overt aggression typically displayed by boys are acts displayed outside friendships
(Grotpeter & Crick, 1996; Murray-Close et al., 2007) Crick & Grotpeter (1995) found that since
“[r]elational aggression involves behaviors such as threatening to withdraw friendship in order to
get one's own way or using social exclusion as a form of retaliation” (p.1003), these behaviors
are particularly hurtful for girls who tend to place value on friendships and intimate
relationships. Additionally, Murray-Close et al. (2007) found that girls’ close and exclusive
dyadic friendship structure may fuel relationally aggressive behaviors, especially as girls mature
from early to middle childhood and their “social-cognitive capacities [develop] and they spend
more time with close, intimate friends” (p.198). Crick, Bigbee, & Howes’ (1996) study found
that, when reported by children, “relational aggression and verbal insults were cited significantly
more often by girls that any other behavior type as the norm for girls” mean behavior” (p.1009)

as opposed to boys’ report that overt acts and verbal insults were most typical.
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Beyond the frequency of relational aggression among girls, research finds that girls
perceive relational aggression as more harmful than boys and suffer significant psycho-social
consequences from relational aggression victimization (Coyne et al., 2006; Crick et al., 1996,
1999; Crick & Nelson, 2002; Murray-Close et al., 2007). Specifically, Crick & Bigbee (1998)
found through their multi-informant study, that girls were significantly more relationally
victimized than boys and that “relational victimization was negatively related to peer
acceptance...for girls and positively related to peer rejection, submissive behavior, feelings of
loneliness, social anxiety, and emotional distress” (p.345). This study, along with Crick &
Grotpeter (1995) and several other studies, confirm that girls who are relationally aggressed are
susceptible to internalizing maladjustment issues including loneliness, anxiety, social anxiety,
depression, and low self-esteem (Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Galen & Underwood, 1997,
Hawker & Boulton, 2000). Girls are particularly susceptible to these negative effects; they
receive validation from close and intimate friendships. When frequently relationally aggressed,
they are more likely to be rejected by their peer groups (Juvonen & Graham, 2001). If there is
not proactive intervention to end the bullying, it becomes a painful and harmful cycle for many

girls.

Relational aggression in Middle School

Adolescence is regarded by educators and researchers alike as a “critical time in
the life course when issues of identity become central and a sense of self-worth must be
established” (Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1992, p. 117). Yet, complicating this “critical time,”
adolescents are facing social, developmental, physiological, and physical changes that effect

their self-concept and their social behaviors, all of which can be manifested through relationally
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aggressing or being victimized by relational aggression. Adolescents not only are more reliant on
their peers as they grow more independent from their parents, their “social network” also
changes to include both same-sex and opposite-sex peer groups (Yoon et al., 2004, p.305). As
their sexual interests, parental relationships, and physical appearance all evolve as puberty hits,
girls seek acceptance from their peers, and hence are more susceptible to maladjustment and
internalizing problems when their peer acceptance is threatened or removed through relational
aggression (Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1992). Prinstein et al. (2001)
substantiates this claim in their finding that adolescents who were relational aggression victims
had higher levels of internalizing problems, including depression, loneliness, and lower self-
worth, compared with other teenagers. In their study of an ethnically diverse sample of 6™ grade
students, Graham, Bellmore, & Mize (2006) also find that while bullying aggressors experience
positive self-views, victims of peer harassment reported negative self-views. Notably, Graham et
al. (2006) also found that while bullying victims presorted the most negative self-views, victims,
aggressors, and aggressive victims all demonstrated more adjustment problems than the peer-
nominated “socially adjusted” group. This finding demonstrates the negative impact of bullying
on middle-schoolers regardless of their role in the aggressive act.

While much of Crick and colleagues’ seminal research regarding relational aggression
focuses on preschool and primary school age children, research finds that relational aggression
behaviors continue through middle and high school (Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Juvonen,
Nishina, & Graham, 2000; Nansel, 2001; Prinstein et al., 2001; Walcott, Upton, Bolen, &
Brown, 2008). One study of over 2,000 students across three middle school grades found that
75% of students self-reported experiencing relationally aggressive bullying (Unnever & Cornell,

2004). Another frequently-cited study found that the frequency of socially aggressive acts
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increases with age, and middle-schoolers identify relational aggression behaviors as more
“dislike[d]” than primary school children (Galen & Underwood, 1997, p. 597).

While there is general consensus among researchers that relational aggression continues
to be prevalent past early childhood and into adolescence, studies examining the motivations that
underlie these behaviors identify social-cognitive changes and peer dynamics that accompany
adolescence (Espelage & Holt, 2001; Prinstein et al., 2001; Sutton et al., 1999). Specifically, “as
children acquire more social-cognitive capacities and spend more time with close, intimate
friends...more sophisticated and frequent displays of relational aggression [occur]” (Murray-
Close et al., 2007, p.198). Research continues to suggest that since girls are more likely to focus
on fostering intimate connections with others, those peer relationships become an important part
of their peer acceptance and social life. As a result, relational aggression may be used as a
bullying tactic when social acceptance and perceived popularity are threatened (Grotpeter &
Crick, 1996; Rose, Swenson, & Waller, 2004; Yoon et al., 2004). In their studies examining
youth and adolescents, Rose et al. (2004) found that subtle and covert relationally aggressive acts
have a notable relation with perceived popularity. This finding may help to explain why
relational aggression is prevalent and harmful for middle school girls. As Pelligrini & Bartini
(2000) find in their longitudinal study of bullying and victimization during the transition to
middle school, “[y]oungsters enter[] a new group with lower dominance status and use[] bullying
as a way to establish dominance” (p.717). Middle school is a transition period for young
adolescents who leave the social security of their primary school to have to renegotiate their
social standing in a new school context; research finds that bully, especially bullying that is
based in social exclusion and isolation, lends itself as a means to establish social dominance

(Andreou, 2006; Pellegrini, 2002a, 2002b). Relational aggression is a type of bullying that is
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connected to the peer context as the central focus of relational aggression is the manipulation of
interpersonal relationships among peer groups (Yoon et al., 2004).

Beyond the battle for social superiority in their new middle school settings, adolescent
girls are also undergoing significant developmental changes. As girls age from middle childhood
into adolescence, they grow more socially cognizant and manipulative (Bjorkqvist et al., 1994;
Crick et al., 1996). As they mature, girls are able to understand the effects of their actions and
thus use relational aggression as a means of fitting in (Espelage & Holt, 2001).

Another challenge adding to the problem of bullying and relational aggression in middle
school students is the middle-schoolers’ reluctance to report the bullying. In their study of
middle school students across three grades, Unnever & Cornell (2004) report that as students
age, they have a tendency to report bullying behaviors and events less frequently. This may be
because of students’ developmental changes and newfound sense of independence, their fear of
social exclusion, or a sense that reporting bullying behavior is an ineffective solution to the
problem (Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Unnever & Cornell, 2004; Young et al., 2006). This lack of
student reporting reinforces the need for teachers to proactively recognize and address

relationally aggressive acts of bullying.

Existent Intervention Strategies: History & Overview

The most widely utilized and researched of school bullying interventions stem from the
seminal work of Norwegian researcher Dan Olweus, whose bully prevention/intervention
programs became the prototype for many intervention programs implemented throughout the
1980s and 1990s (Merrell, Gueldner, Ross, & Isava, 2008). Olweus’ definition of bullying as an

“aggressive behavior,” that is “carried out repeatedly over time,” and characterized by “an
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imbalance of power” (Olweus, 1994a). , underlays Olweus’ prevention/intervention program.
The program is based on “awareness and involvement” by adults and includes practices such as
supervision, class rules against bullying, and “talks” with bullies, victims, and parents of
involved students (Olweus, 1994, p.1186). The Olweus’ program, while still widely utilized,
focuses on “aggressive behavior” among students, and does little to prevent/intervene in covert
or subtle behaviors that are not traditionally considered “aggressive;” social exclusion or gossip
versus physical aggression (Olweus, 1994, p.1185). The Olweus’ prevention/intervention
program is a pre-packaged prevention/intervention program that can be purchased and
implemented by any school regardless of the school and bullying contexts. This program is a
one-size-fits all formula. Additionally, another limitation of the Olweus Anti-Bullying
Prevention Program is that their impact on relationally aggressive behaviors is unknown (Nixon
& Werner, 2010).

But the need for intervention specifically-geared toward relational aggression is well
documented. Research suggests that intervention for relational aggression is important based on
several rationale: (1) relational aggression is stable over the short and long term and will not “go
away” if ignored, (2) the relationship between social prominence and relational aggression may
cause the behaviors to increase over time for girls, and (3) girls may appear to thrive, but suffer
maladjustment problems due to unaddressed relational aggression (Young, Boye, & Nelson,
2006). Additionally, because relational aggression “has been shown to be conceptually and
empirically distinct from overt forms of aggression...with a potentially different etiology and
developmental course” (Nixon & Werner, 2010, p. 607), it demands a specific

prevention/intervention program.
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As research and awareness of relational aggression has advanced in the last decade, so
have prevention/intervention programs emerged that address relationally aggressive bullying.
The need for anti-bullying programs to address non-physical bullying has been well documented,
with studies finding that programs that only acknowledge physically aggressive behaviors would
fail to address over 60% of aggressive girls (Crick & Nelson, 2002; Henington, Hughes, Cavell,
& Thompson, 1998). Researchers further contend that most school-based interventions still focus
nearly exclusively on overt physical aggression (Leff et al., 2009). It is only recently that
research-based programs that address relational aggression have emerged, and the studies
examining the programs’ validity are limited (Leff, Waasdorp, & Crick, 2010; Ostrov et al.,
2009).

Leff et al. (2010) presented a systematic review of nine published school-based
prevention and intervention programs that address relational aggression. Most of the programs
they discuss focus on young children from preschool to 5™ grade, with only two of the
prevention/intervention programs geared towards middle schoolers or early adolescents. While
all of the programs have a prescribed curriculum for the students, five included teachers as part
of the implementation process. Of those five, the | Can Problem Solve (ICPS) program included
a teacher manual with training, the Walk Away, Ignore, Talk, Seek Help (WITS) included a two
hour in-service training for teachers to administer the prevention/intervention curriculum, the
Second Step program included a one day teacher training for implementation of the program, the
Friend to Friend (F2F) program had graduate students partner with teacher for program
implementation, and the Early Childhood Friendship Project had teachers meet regularly with the
program facilitators to evaluate the program (Leff et al., 2010; Ostrov et al., 2009). All of these

intervention programs prescribe the intervention methods to the teachers (if the teachers are
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involved at all) rather than encouraging teacher feedback toward designing site-specific
interventions.

After examining these programs, the researchers proposed that “given the extremely
complex nature of relational aggression, it is also important that key individuals within the
school and community are integrated into the intervention team” (Leff et al., 2010, p.530). While
many of these programs rely on specialized interventionists to come in to administer the
curriculum, Leff et al. (2009)contend that a prevention/intervention program’s sustainability and
success may be predicated how well it is integrated within the school community. The
researchers’ support of “whole-school” approach underpins the necessity of
intervention/prevention programs that integrate all the stakeholders in a school-setting.

The Preventing Relational aggression In Schools Everyday (PRAISE) program was
adapted from the F2F Prevention/Intervention program which is geared towards 3"-5" grade
high-risk girls in urban elementary schools. The PRAISE program involves 20 sessions co-
facilitated by classroom teachers and therapists geared specifically towards young African-
American boys and girls. PRAISE built upon the F2F program to offer a more comprehensive
classroom-based intervention that did not specifically target at-risk girls (Leff et al., 2009; Leff
& Crick, 2010). Yet this program, along with the others previously outlined, do little to take into
account the particular school communities in which they are being implemented. Because many
of the intervention programs are scripted and facilitated by “outsiders” coming into a school
community, they do not take into account specific site and community issues that are particular
to the individual school, students, parents, teachers, administrators, and community as a whole.
Thus, as Leff et al. (2010) contend, the interventions are less likely to be successful and

sustainable.
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In fact, researchers have long since applied a whole-school model of analyzing bullying
and prevention with a socio-ecological framework (Espelage & Swearer, 2004; Garbarino, 2002;
Olweus, 1993; Swearer & Doll, 2001). Adapted from Bronfenner’s (1979) classic ecological
theory that supposes that a child is a centric and inseparable part of its social network, the socio-
ecological theory suggests that bullying does not occur in isolation but rather “is encouraged or
inhibited as a result of the complex relationships between the individual, family, peer group,
school, community, and culture” (Espelage & Swearer, 2004, p. 3). Multiple studies have used
this framework to consider bullying, teachers’ attitudes towards bullying, and bullying
intervention programs, though few of the aforementioned intervention programs utilize the
theory in their programming (Espelage & Swearer, 2004). According to Susan Limber, the
Associate Director of the Institute on Family and Neighborhood Life at Clemson University, “the
entire school community [must be involved] to change the climate of the school and the norms of
the [bullying] behavior” (Crawford, 2002, p. 33). This “whole-school” approach that the socio-
ecological framework supports is vital to tackling the complex and varying factors that enable
and/or help to prevent bullying behaviors; if an intervention does not account for any one group
of stakeholders it is unlikely to be lasting and effective. While many of the previously mentioned
interventions incorporate elements of the “complex relationships,” including curricula addressing
peer group dynamics and community, few interventions include and address teachers as an
influencing factor towards bullying.

Two relational aggression prevention/intervention programs are notable for their whole-
school approach by educating and training administrators, teachers, and staff to understand issues
of relational aggression beyond implementing prescribed intervention curriculum. The Ophelia

Project, a girls’ advocacy organization, created the Creating A Safe School (CASS) program to
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address physical, verbal, and relational aggression. The CASS program involved assigning
CASS consultants (Ophelia Project staff members) to each school involved in the program to
meet with school administrators to discuss setting up a “school-wide, systemic approach to
creating a safe social environment” (Nixon & Werner, 2010, p.609). Secondly, at the outset of
the program, all teachers, administrators, and staff complete a 7-hour in-service provided by the
Ophelia project to educate the staff about relational aggression as well as prevention/intervention
strategies. At the classroom level, adults in the school setting (including trained parents) are
trained as facilitators who then train high-school mentors to the middle school students. Regular
coaching for the facilitators was provided. High school mentors then conducted scripted student
lessons with middle school students. When evaluated, researchers found that this program
resulted in significant reductions of relational aggression along with decreasing approval of
relationally aggressive behaviors among the 406 sixth grade students surveyed (Nixon &
Werner, 2010). The Ophelia Project closed in December of 2012 due to lack of revenue and is no

longer implementing CASS (http://www.opheliaproject.org/). This program was striking for its

successful address of the socio-ecological factors involved in relational aggression, rather than
focusing solely on the students and their peer dynamics.

Another notable prevention/intervention program was implemented in Quebec, Canada as
a “development process of a program for raising awareness of...relational aggression in
elementary school children and teachers” (Verlaan & Turmel, 2010, p. 552). This program
involved 188 participants across eight 4"-6™ grade classes and was developed using action
research “to facilitate the translation of research into action and to ground the intervention in the
needs and resources of educational settings” (p.552). This program was based on the premise that

no “brief-packaged educational programs” (p.554) were found that simultaneously raised student
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and adult awareness of the problem of relational aggression (Verlaan & Turmel, 2010).
Therefore, his particular program’s aim was to primarily raise student, teacher, and parent
awareness of relational aggression. The program consisted of an initial 2 hour information
session for all staff, followed up by additional 50 minutes of training for the targeted classroom
teachers, before they conducted three workshops targeting administrators, other teachers, and
students. The teachers and program facilitators met regularly once a month over a period of 18

months to conceptualize the program content and objectives based n empirically based

knowledge and intervention strategies. The teachers were the program’s primary interventionists.

Researchers concluded that there was some degree of student knowledge acquisition regarding
relational aggression. Additionally, the training of teachers for the workshops had a positive
effect on raising their awareness of relational aggression and their ability to intervene. This
program was implemented on such a small scale that all findings would need to be confirmed
with further research (Verlaan & Turmel, 2010).

Most current-research based interventions for relational aggression, as evinced by the
previous interventions described, are not geared toward site-specific challenges. They are
predominantly implemented by outside consultants administering prepackaged formulas for
reducing bullying without specific understanding of the school site’s culture and unique

challenges.

Relational aggression: Teachers’ Need for Training

In contrast, while most “prepackaged” prevention/intervention programs focus on
educating and informing the students about relational aggression and healthy alternative

behaviors, these consultant-implemented programs do not address teacher training, beyond the
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“how-to” of intervention program implementation protocol. The aforementioned interventions
are created and implemented by outsiders coming on to the school campus, however, research
suggests that the teachers, as the primary adults at the school, are not trained to identify
relationally aggressive behaviors, and need training in order to effectively and consistently
intervene (Yoon et al., 2004). Without training, research suggests that teachers often consider
relational aggression as normative behaviors for middle school girls (Bauman & Del Rio, 2006;
Boulton, 1997; Jeffrey et al., 2001). Clarke & Kiselica (1997) found that relationally aggressive
acts often go unnoticed by adults or are “mistaken as “typical’ adolescent behavior” (p.139).
Additionally, Boulton’s (1997) frequently cited study, found that less than 50% of teachers
believed that social isolation was a form of bullying and that 25% of teachers believed that name
calling, spreading nasty stories, and intimidating by staring should not be regarded as bullying.
Because relational aggression is often not visible and its negative effects not tangible, teachers
often do not recognize relationally aggressive behaviors as bullying (Bauman & Del Rio, 2006;
Craig et al., 2000; Espelage & Swearer, 2004; O’Moore, 2000; Yoon et al., 2004). Relational
aggression’s lack of recognition as bullying is in stark contrast to physical bullying, which is
frequently cited as a bullying behavior (Craig et al., 2000). Craig et al.’s (2000) study of
prospective teachers’ attitudes towards bullying found that “interactions involving physical
aggression were labeled as bullying more often, viewed as more serious and considered more
worthy of intervention than verbal aggression” (p.15). Bauman & Del Rio (2006) corroborate
this finding and go on to suggest that pre-service teachers consider relational bullying to be less
serious than other forms of bullying and have less empathy for victims of relational bullying.
Additionally, pre-service teachers are less likely to intervene and would take less severe actions

in instances of relational bullying than in situations of physical or bullying.
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Research further contends that when teachers ignore or mishandle relational aggression
behaviors, it can be perceived by their students as condoning the behaviors and thereby passively
reinforcing the relational aggression (Yoon et al., 2004; Yoon & Kerber, 2003). Studies confirm
that relational aggression teacher education and training programs should be included in any
anti-bullying program (Bauman & Del Rio, 2006; Craig et al., 2000; Espelage & Swearer, 2004;
Yoon et al., 2004).

Olweus (1994b) and Espelage & Swearer (2004) find that teachers play an integral role
in creating a school climate that either tolerates or discourages any form of bullying. Researchers
recognize that that the “whole-school approach” (Espelage & Swearer, 2004, p.133) relies on
teachers’, parents’, students’ and communities’ involvement to address school issues. If teachers
are not trained to identify acts of relational aggression and its “signs, effects, and causes”
(Espelage & Swearer, 2004, p.133) they are ill-prepared to prevent/intervene with the behavior,
and therefore passively condone it as normal and acceptable, enabling an environment in which
relational aggression is allowed (Craig et al., 2000; Yoon et al., 2004). Teachers play a
significant role in understanding and creating a school culture; their informed knowledge is vital
to create a lasting intervention that does not just address the students’ immediate behaviors but
also fundamentally changes the school culture in meaningful and stable ways.

Further research finds that teachers realize their deficit and desire additional education
and training with issues of bullying and relational aggression. Byrne (1994)found that in his
study of bullies, victims and teachers at seven Dublin schools, only five percent of the teachers
surveyed felt they had adequate training to deal with bullying in their schools. Boulton’s (1997)
frequently-cited study confirms this finding and found that while the majority of teachers in the

sample indicated that they felt a responsibility to prevent bullying, they overwhelmingly
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expressed a rather low level of confidence. The majority of respondents indicated that they
wanted more training.

Relational aggression prevention/intervention training is relevant to the research that
finds that students who are relationally aggressed infrequently self-report the bullying (Casey-
Cannon et al., 2001; O’Moore, 2000). According to a nation-wide study on bullying of Irish
school children in primary and post-primary schools, 65% of primary students and 84% of post-
primary students who reported being bullied had not told their teachers of their victimization
(O’Moore, 2000). O’Moore (2000) suggests “if teachers were to learn to recognise the signs of
[subtle] victimsation...they would be able to communicate incidents to the relevant
parents...Strategies could then be developed to deal with the bullying” (p.103). According to
Swearer & Cary’s (2003) study of middle schoolers’ perceptions and attitudes towards bullying,
80% of a sample of US middle school students believed that adults in the school were unaware
of the bullying (Swearer & Cary, 2003). The researchers suggest that since students do not
believe that the bullying was recognized by the teachers and staff, they may feel that the school
staff does not care about the bullying and therefore the students have little hope that the
behaviors can change. The researchers further recommend that “teacher and staff training
programs should include training on the complexity behind bullying behaviors” (Swearer &
Cary, 2003, p.76). Unnever & Cornell (2004) corroborated this finding with their study of 2,437
students in six middle schools; victims were less likely to come forward if they felt their school
tolerated the bullying behavior. The researchers contend that according to their study, “if victims
believe that their teachers overlook bullying or do little to stop it, they will have little incentive to
seek help from school authorities” (Unnever & Cornell, 2004, p. 384). Casey-Cannon’s (2001)

probed more deeply into why middle school victims of relational aggression often do not report
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the bullying, and found that adults’ inattention to victimization “provokes negative feelings and
fear of informing adults” (p. 145). This reflects the necessity of teachers being trained to
proactively recognize and intervene with relational aggression, to avoid a culture of victimization
and fear.

Casey-Cannon et al. (2001) also found that based on interviews with a small sample of 20
adolescent girls pulled from a larger sample of 157 7" grade girls, the students reported that they
believe teachers are often hesitant or unwilling to get involved. Yet, the students also report their
belief that teachers should intervene in instances of relational aggression. In addition, Crothers,
Kolbert & Barker’s (2006) study of 285 middle school students regarding the students’
preferences for anti-bullying intervention found that students desired teachers to be proactive in
helping them solve bullying situations. The researchers also found that the middle schoolers felt
adverse to strategies that involved non-teaching staff. In this study, the two top-rated preferences
for intervention strategies would both be employed by teachers. Crothers et al. (2006) contend
that “this finding highlights the importance of training teachers in identifying and intervening is
bullying situations” (p.482). This is especially important when the bullying behaviors are
relationally aggressive and inherently subtle, covert, and difficult to recognize (Crick &
Grotpeter, 1995; Young et al., 2006). This research reflects that students do not feel comfortable
with outside consultants implementing programs; instead, students desire their teachers, who

know them and the particular school’s dynamics, to be central interventionists.
Conclusion
Relational aggression is a type of bullying that often goes unrecognized and is distinct

from overt aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995) . Characterized by covert and subtle social
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aggression, research has demonstrated that it is a predominant form of bullying among girls and
associated with social-psychological maladjustment (Coyne et al., 2006; Crick et al., 1996).
Moreover, these bullying behaviors have been shown to increase in frequency and
maladjustment severity as girls enter middle school (Galen & Underwood, 1997; Unnever &
Cornell, 2004). Finally, research suggests that existing relational aggression
prevention/intervention programs are most-often pre-packaged and formulaic, infrequently
involving teachers in their creation and implementation (Leff et al., 2010). Simultaneously,
students report their desire for teachers to be central interventionists while teachers admit they
need additional education and training about relational aggression behaviors and interventions.

Based on the socio-ecological theory of bullying, relational aggression must not solely be
considered a student problem, but as a symptom of an interplay of factors and stakeholders. Yet,
most existing prevention/intervention programs significantly focus on the students rather than the
school community as a whole. Thus, it is necessary for an intervention to address the teachers as
pivotal element of relational aggression intervention and take the particular school community
into account.

As of now, few intervention programs are designed from “the bottom up,” which take
into account a particular school community’s influencing factors and dynamics. Of those that do
exist, most are not empirically researched. Furthermore, there are no pre-packaged educational
intervention programs that raise student and adult awareness of relational aggression (Verlaan &
Turmel, 2010). Since little previous research exists regarding the implementation of a site-
specific relational aggression intervention program for middle school girls, my study will fill that
gap in the research by studying a prevention/intervention program that takes into account a

specific school’s needs and influencing stakeholders.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

Overview and Research Questions

In the preceding chapters, | suggested the need for teachers at Whirlwind Academy to
identify the problem of relational aggression among their middle school girl students in order to
work towards effective interventions. Existing interventions do not include teachers’ self-
reflection as a method towards creating sustainable change in the students’ relational aggression
behaviors. Relational aggression, or relational aggression (RA), is a type of bullying consisting
of purposefully manipulating and damaging one’s peer relationships and primarily affects middle
school girls (Casey-Cannon et al., 2001; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Prinstein et al., 2001; Unnever
& Cornell, 2004). While research has documented the efficacy of bullying intervention
programs, most existing bullying interventions focus predominantly on overt physical bullying
(Leff et al., 2009). This action research study builds on previous intervention research and
relational aggression studies.

Through this research, | sought to answer the following research questions:

1. To what extent does the action research process change teacher’s identifications of

relational aggression behaviors among middle school girls?

2. What do middle school teachers report as effective intervention strategies to decrease

relational aggression among their students?

3. To what extent do the intervention strategies appear to increase teachers’ confidence

to recognize and decrease relational aggression among middle school girls?

4. What is the process by which teachers’ change their identifications of relational

aggression behaviors and effective intervention strategies?
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Research Design & Methods

This study was conducted as qualitative action research in order to best answer my
research questions through the teachers constructing the meaning behind the intervention
processes. While quantitative analyses may allow for researchers to assess outcomes, this method
does not allow for a qualitative analysis of the teachers’ changing perceptions, motivations, and
feelings regarding the interventions. Merriam indicates that a central component of qualitative
methods is the ability for “individuals [to] construct reality in interaction with their social
worlds” (2009, p. 22). Within my study, the participants continuously constructed their own
realities as they implemented the interventions. Specifically, teachers considered their
“realit[ies]” —the specific site challenges, the specific students, their dynamics with their
students, as well as their personal pedagogical approaches—to inform their construction of the
intervention. Because the research questions target how such programs may be created and
implemented within a specific school context, we considered the qualities of the particular school
community.

Additionally, qualitative methods were appropriate because bullying is subtle and the
teachers must rely on their personal knowledge and confidence to address it. This study’s
research questions asked the practitioners to consider their perceptions, beyond simply the
frequency of the behaviors they witness.

This study incorporated qualitative action research methods that have been used across
educational settings (Stringer, 2004). The teacher-led research documented the iterative action
research process, identified peer-to-peer socially aggressive behaviors, developed reflective
intervention strategies, implemented their strategies, and analyzed practices for effectiveness.

The goal of the study was to establish a research-based site-specific intervention program for
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educators. Action research empowered the practitioners as researchers to study the qualities of
relational aggression among middle school girls in their school setting. In order to understand
how and why educators’ identifications of relational aggression, perceptions of intervention
efficacy, and confidence levels change (if at all), it was vital that they self-assess throughout the
intervention process. Kolb (1984)and Schon (1983) suggest that when educators participate in
action research, they consciously learn from their experience. This reflective practice asks the
practitioners to apply their knowledge of the particular site and problem to their teaching
practices, and simultaneously learn from their own research.

In order to probe deeply into the problem, I utilized multiple qualitative methods.
Maxwell (2012) contends that utilizing “different methods is...valuable for providing divergent
perspectives...thus creating a more complex understanding of the phenomena studied” (p.104). |
needed to capture all the perspectives of the action researchers in order to understand the nuances
of the problem. My study used a descriptive pre and post survey, journal responses,
observational field notes, audio recordings, and one-on-one interviews. These methods resulted
in data gleaned from direct participant perspectives as well participant-observer field notes. By
relying on differing perspectives and data collection, | aimed to “gain a greater depth of
understanding rather than simply greater breadth or confirmation of...a single method”
(Maxwell, 2012, p. 104).

Observations and field notes were important methods to record and evaluate the
practitioners’ engagement with the process, since | measured and analyzed the practitioners’
confidence levels. The practitioners’ confidence was expressed not only through their words, but
through their body language and tone of voice, which | observed and recorded during group

meetings. Observations were appropriate to document and study research question four, because
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my role as participant-as-observer allowed me to assess, observe, and document the team’s
behaviors and non-vocal cues without acting as an engaged and biased participant myself
(Merriam, 2009).

For my research questions on changing views of relational aggression behaviors,
effective intervention strategies, and confidence levels, I distributed and collected a pre and post
study descriptive survey. The former assessed the relational aggression behaviors (if any) that the
practitioners had previously witnessed, the intervention strategies (if any) that the practitioners
had used and/or considered effective, and the practitioners’ confidence levels with addressing
relational aggression. The latter assessed the same identifications, behaviors, and attitudes after
going through the action research study. Pre and post descriptive surveys allowed for a
systematic comparison of data to document if any change took place. The findings from the
initial descriptive surveys were discussed at the following group meetings as part of the action
research cycle.

Additionally, | had the practitioners’ self-assess through journal reflections. Journals
allowed me to study the action research process as the participants “may use journals to refine
ideas, beliefs, and their own responses to the research in progress” (Janesick, 1999, p. 505).
Practitioners regularly recorded their personal reflections of the AR process, as well as their first-
hand experiences identifying socially aggressive behaviors, their first-hand accounts of
interventions, and their confidence levels dealing with relational aggression. The journals were
used to shape the discussion topics and support data from the pre and post surveys. Journals
helped me understand the teachers’ ongoing development and changes. They were also used to

shape the discussions and support the descriptive statistics from the pre and post surveys.
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Lastly, I conducted post-intervention one-on-one quasi-structured interviews. | posed
questions regarding each practitioner’s post-intervention confidence levels regarding relational
aggression intervention. | also asked follow-up questions that probed into what, if anything,
facilitated a change in their confidence level. Quasi-structured interviews dug more deeply into
the questionnaire responses and helped develop more robust understanding of the questionnaire
responses. When assessing teachers’ confidence levels, it was vital to capture each individual’s
introspective experience; quasi-structured interviews allowed for me to ask follow-up questions

depending upon each individual’s response (Merriam, 2009).
Site Selection & Access

| conducted this study at Whirlwind Academy, a 7""-12™ grade private school located in a
suburban setting. Because Whirlwind is a co-ed middle school, it was an appropriate school at
which to study relational aggression intervention; research shows that relational aggression is a
frequent behavior between middle school girls . Whirlwind Academy’s mission is to “challenge
students to achieve excellence in a nurturing, inclusive community.” Because this site is a private
school that competes for business in a competitive educational marketplace, the school has
incentive to not subvert their mission statement by addressing relational aggression.

Though Whirlwind Academy’s mission statement touts its inclusivity, an internal online
survey conducted with all the middle school students (n=176) found that relational aggression is
a notable problem at the school. The survey showed that at Whirlwind, 37.6% of middle
schoolers reported being relationally victimized at least once or twice in a typical month. The

same survey also found that nearly 60% of middle-schoolers at the school have witnessed acts of
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relational aggression during the course of a typical month. (Whirlwind Academy, 2013).Yet,
Whirlwind Academy had taken no action to address these behaviors.

Additionally, because this school campus contained both middle and high school students
and begins in seventh grade, students were particularly at-risk for relational aggression. Research
finds that upon entering middle school students often use socially aggressive tactics to establish a
lasting social dominance and popularity. This research demonstrates that as students enter a new
school setting and scramble to establish his/her social standing, they frequently employ relational
aggression to assert and cement their social status (Grotpeter & Crick, 1996; Rose et al., 2004;
Yoon et al., 2004), thus relational aggression is a prevalent tactic for students in middle school.
Students also placed tremendous value on their social relationships and status. They therefore
engage more frequently in relational aggression when they perceive their social status to be long-
lasting. Since Whirlwind Academy caters to students in 7"-12" grade, middle schoolers at this
site may use relational aggression behaviors more frequently than students at traditional middle
schools. Students’ friendships and social standing may be perceived to carry more weight,
because they will be on one campus with each other through their senior year (a feature unique to
private schools). Though students report problems, Whirlwind had no existing intervention
strategies for either the students or the teachers.

Educators from this school were an appropriate population for this study as the school
had a highly competitive atmosphere that fosters relationally aggressive behaviors among the
students. The very nature of “exclusivity” that exists in the private school culture enables these
behaviors. Therefore middle school teachers from this school were at the front-line of
witnessing and intervening in acts of relational aggression. According to existent research,

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) socio-ecological framework explains that relational aggression among
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students is a phenomenon that is influenced by the community around it, including the
individual, teachers, family, and society (Swearer et al., 2006). Thus, middle school educators
play a pivotal role in affecting the relationally aggressive behaviors of their students. Teachers
were ill-prepared to recognize and address this type of bullying at this site, because this private
school had no existing intervention strategies in place. The data collected from this study was
particularly impactful and reproducible in other grades and with other teachers at this site.

I gained access to this site by speaking with senior administrators at the school, the
Director of the Middle School and the Middle School Dean of Students. They gave their
permission for me to conduct the study and expressed interest in finding out more about the
problem of relational aggression at the site. Additionally, the Middle School Dean of Students

expressed interest in being a part of the action research team.

Participants

I conducted my study with a group of eight middle school teachers and a middle school
dean. The participants were selected based on the premise that they taught a middle school
course or mentored, coached, advised, or oversaw middle school students in an official capacity.
Since this study examined relational aggression among middle school female students, middle
school educators were the most likely to be familiar with those students, as well as have the most
personal investment in creating a change for the middle school.

The participating teachers (n=9) volunteered to be part of the study group and included:
the middle school dean of students (pseudonym of Amy), a first-year seventh and eighth grade
English teacher (pseudonym of Dana), an eighth grade history teacher/special programs

coordinator (pseudonym of Melissa), a second-year seventh and eighth grade visual arts
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instructor (pseudonym of Tina), a second-year middle school math teacher (pseudonym of Dina),
a fifth-year librarian who works closely with middle-schoolers (pseudonym of Cici), a ninth
grade veteran (>5 years) English teacher (pseudonym of Jenny), the lead middle school science
teacher (pseudonym of Peggy), and a third-year eighth grade history teacher/Director of Global
Programs (pseudonym of Erika).

Additionally, seven middle school girls were included in this study to share their
perspectives on relational aggression with the teachers The student panel included one African-
American eighth grade girl, a Persian-American eighth grade girl, a Chinese-American seventh
grade girl, and four Caucasian eighth grade girls. This sample was representative of the
predominant cultures within the middle school student body.

The girls were members of the Student Leadership Council and volunteered to participate
in the study. They met twice with the research team to answer teachers’ questions and share their
experiences with relational aggression at Whirlwind. They additionally offered feedback to the
educators regarding their perceptions of effective intervention strategies. These middle school
girls were important to have in the study as they offered first-hand accounts of the problem as

well as represent all the middle school girls’ voices.

Recruitment

To gain participants, | sent an email to all the middle school teachers explaining the
study, the commitment that the study involved, and asking teachers to respond if they wanted to
participate. Their understanding of and commitment to the process was important as they were

asked to actively engage in the three month-long action research process. The email outlined
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possible benefits of participating in the study, including food provided at every meeting. It
additionally expressed that the administration condoned the study.

To gain middle school girl student participation in the study, I sent an email to the Middle
School Dean of Students to make an announcement at a Student Leadership Council meeting
regarding the study. The announcement informed students to email me if they were interested in
participating in a study of middle school relational aggression among girls. It also informed the
Student Leadership Council members (middle school students who have been previously elected
by their peers to work with faculty and administration) that they were expected to meet with a
group of educators two to three times over the course of three months and would be asked to
speak as voices for their peers, as well as offer personal experiences if they wished. | then
emailed each of the students’ parent(s) or guardian(s) to get their consent for their child to
participate in the study. I included as many students as were interested in and committed to the
study process. This purposeful selective sampling was appropriate as these students’ experiences
at Whirlwind offered a homogenous sampling that represented all the girls in middle school at

Whirlwind.

Data Collection & Analysis

Data collection and analysis took place simultaneously because Action Research is an
iterative process in which the practitioners-as-researchers engage in simultaneous learning and
implementation. The practitioners’ data influenced their practice, thus dictating the need for
concurrent data collection and analysis.

Before the practitioners’ first collective meeting as action researchers, | collected data on

teachers’ initial identifications of relational aggression. | used a pre-intervention descriptive
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survey, which had been piloted with other teachers from another school (Appendix B). | coded
the responses for emerging themes and then presented the themes to the practitioners during the
second session.

I also took observation notes after each session to record the practitioners’ responses and
reflections on the survey findings. As action research differs from traditional models of research,
in which the researcher remains objective and detached from the subjects in order to protect
against “contaminat[ion]” (Merriam, 2009, p. 127), it was important to recognize my role as
participant-as-observer in the action research process. My role as the action research facilitator
took precedence over detached field note taking (Merriam, 1997). Because of my involvement
and engagement in the discussions and process, each session was additionally audio recorded by
an iPhone and an iPad, to ensure validity and protect against my memory fallibility. | hired a
professional typist to transcribe each audio recording. Though I informed the teachers that |
would turn off the recording devices at any point if they wished, at no point in the study did a
teacher make that request. Nor did | need to turn off the audio recording device because it
seemed to inhibit behavior or discussion.

During the initial group session, | also used existing data from the site to inform the
practitioners regarding student perceptions about relational aggression. | present the statistical
data garnered from a middle school student survey on bullying at the study site (Appendix A)
and then prompted the practitioners to analyze the student responses in comparison to their own
questionnaire responses.

Because action research involves an iterative reflective practice in which “individuals
engage in critical reflection on their own action” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2009, p. 19), between

several group meeting | asked the practitioners to write reflective journal responses in response
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to specific prompts. | emailed the prompts directly to each practitioner after the sessions, and
they emailed me their responses back before the next group meeting (Appendix C). Upon my
receipt back of each journal response via email, | removed all identifying markers, printed out
the responses, and attached an identifying number to the journal response. Each response was
then coded for emerging themes. The emergent themes and ideas shaped the discussion topics for
the following group meetings.

I then emailed a survey monkey descriptive survey to the teachers immediately following
our final in-person session (Appendix B). The Survey Monkey link was embedded in an email
that thanked them for their participation and requested that they complete the survey to gather
post-intervention data. | coded the survey with a highlighter and Microsoft Excel using the same
themes from the pre-intervention survey and made note of similarities and differences from the
pre-intervention survey.

Lastly, I conducted an audio recorded post-intervention quasi-structured interview with
each teacher (Appendix D). A professional typist transcribed the audio recordings, and | then
used a highlighter and Microsoft Excel to code all prevalent themes that arose in the interviews. |
hoped to uncover the educators’ self-assessment of their experiences in the AR process:
Specifically, which elements of the process were impactful (if any) and what elements (if any)
detracted from the intervention. Additionally, I aimed to determin how the AR process
influenced (if at all) the practitioners’ identification of relational aggression, sense of effective
relational aggression intervention strategies, and their personal confidence levels to identifying
and intervene in relational aggression among their girls. | posed questions that asked them to
reflect on those topics at the beginning of the study, how they regarded the topics at the

conclusion of the study, and what the influencing factors were that facilitated any change. The
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one-on-one interviews took place in empty classrooms on the school campus and were 20-30
minutes long with ten questions, posed by me. I asked follow-up questions as necessary to tie
back to my research questions. | piloted my interview questions before the actual interviews with
other teachers at the school who did not teach middle school and were not part of the action
research team. The final interview also allowed me to present each participant with an overview
of my findings and elicit their response or corroboration of these findings. This allowed for both
validation of the data as well as completing the final action of the action research cycle:
“Diagnosing/Planning action/Taking action/Evaluating action” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2009, p.

24)

Role Considerations

As mentioned previously, it was vital to consider my dual roles as researcher and group
facilitator as action research dictated. These two roles required special accommodations that
ensured my impartiality towards the practitioners and the data they provided. This was done
through recording devices and multiple research methods, so I both engaged in and facilitated the
group meetings, without being an outside researcher and observer. Rather, by taking post-
meeting field notes and audio recording the meetings, | contributed to the discussions and
actively listened to the teachers. I then analyzed the data at a later point. Additionally, as
facilitator/researcher | employed the four elements of rigor put forth by Coghlan & Brannick
(2009): 1) Engaging and recording the multiple action research cycles including how diagnosing,
planning, taking action, and evaluating were done, 2) recording (through my own journal
reflections) how I challenged my own assumptions and interpretations of what happened

continuously through the project (so that | meta-analyze myself to help avoid bias or leading the
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practitioners), 3) Accessing as many different point of views regarding the intervention to
produce “confirming and contradictory interpretations” (p.28), 4) Making sure my interpretations
and diagnoses are “grounded in scholarly theory” (p.28). I continuously meta-analyzed myself to
ensure that | adhered to these principles. Additionally, | aimed not to unintentionally lead the
practitioners towards any preferences or thoughts I had unless it was information that was

intentional.

Ethical Considerations

Because the school administration had signed off on the study, | considered that the
administrators may have wanted to be kept abreast of the study as it was in process. This may
have interfered in the safe and confidential environment of the action research team. | addressed
this concern by having a pre-study meeting with the school administrators and explicitly told
them they were unable to access the study process until the action research concluded and the
findings were presented to middle school community. | made sure that the Director of the Middle
School signed a Memorandum of Understanding that acknowledged this. Additionally, I told the
administration that the study was confidential and that neither I, nor any of the action research
researchers, would share any information from the study and/or the participants with them.

Another ethical concern was that the teachers may have wanted to retroactively change data.
I considered the possibility that if a teacher felt the study portrayed her in an unflattering light,
she may want me to change a transcription or delete an element of the audio recording, thus
interfering with the authentic data. I planned to address this concern by making sure that their
request for a change was noted in the data. | additionally reviewed the “ground rules” for the

study with them at our initial gathering, and made sure to get informed consent from each
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teacher before the study began. Throughout the process | stressed their anonymity as participants
in the study, and that | replaced each of their names with identifying numbers to obscure both the
school and practitioners’ identities.

A significant ethical consideration involved students’ participation in the study. Students may
have felt that they had to filter what they said because they were speaking with educators who
hold positional power over them. Students may have also worried that the teachers would tell
others what the students had reported in the sessions. | combatted both of these ethical concerns
by having preemptive meetings with both the teachers and the students, at which I affirmed the
“ground rules” of the study; assured confidentiality, and reinforced that no information would be
used except for the research itself. | also assured the students that all participants’ names and
identifying markers would be coded and removed from all reports. Additionally, because the
students were minors, | obtained informed consent by both the students and their parents or
guardians.

Because analyzing data regarding relational aggression stirred emotional discussions to
which the action researchers or students may have negatively responded, | made sure to note the
teachers’ and students’ body language and other cues that may have indicated they were upset. If
a participant had negatively reacted to any of the study content, | planned to privately consult

with them, and ask how they want to proceed.

Validity & Reliability

Validity was a concern. Because this intervention asked teachers to analyze their own
practices, teachers may have been reticent to honestly admit fallibility or lack of knowledge.

They may have been afraid that | would report back to the administration. In order to establish
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trust and foster an open and honest group setting, | held an informal meeting with the teachers to
discuss the action research cycle, the confidentiality of the process, their role as participants, and
my role as researcher.

Because research demonstrates that action research that is grounded in “a heightened
awareness of purpose, strategies, and practices” has a greater chance of producing valid data
(Reason & Bradbury, 2006, pp. 344-345), | stressed that action research is a process of inquiry
and action, and the value of the research was not whether a change was successful but the
practice of the learning process itself. While I ensured their anonymity, | initially asked them to
share their personal motivations and goals for volunteering for the study. In this way, we had an
initial frank discussion that illuminated each teacher’s personal agendas.

Additionally, at this same meeting | discussed with them the vitality of being honest
throughout the process. Along this line, | repeatedly stressed that this study was not looking for a
“right” or “wrong” conception of relational aggression intervention; any honest reflection they
offered was valuable to the study.

Reactivity was also a central validity issue that | confronted within this study. Because |
am a fellow middle school teacher who the other practitioners may perceive as an “expert,” they
may have tried to tell me the answer they think | wanted to hear, i.e. suggest that a// mean
behaviors between girls or boys were bullying. Because this was be a long-term project over
several months, I continuously reiterated that | had no prescribed agenda beyond discovering
how a teacher intervention may impact t change towards relational aggression.

I also triangulated as much of the data as possible through several collection methods to

capture multiple perspectives of the data. Including nine teachers across several disciplines
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ensured that each practitioner has a unique perspective, so they may generate data from each
other instead of solely reacting to me.

| anticipated that my personal bias would be a central validity issue. Because | was
involved in the action research process as a facilitator, it could have been argued that my
participation and bias “tainted” the data. | had biases regarding the prevalence of relational
aggression among the site’s middle school girls, as well as the behaviors that constitute relational
aggression. | avoided communicating these biases by administering a pre-intervention
questionnaire to gather their unadulterated initial perspectives. | also piloted the journal prompts
and interview questions to a colleague who knew little about the topic, to ensure that the prompts
and questions | posed did not communicate my bias. | also relied on data from an existing middle
school bullying survey.

Generalizability was also a concern with regards to reliability. Because of limited
resources and time, | had a limited sample size. The findings from the study may not be
applicable to a larger population of middle school teachers. Also, because | conducted my study
at a suburban private school, the findings may not be generalized to public middle schools nor
rural middle schools. Action research, and the socio-ecological framework which I used,
acknowledge that the teachers are vital stakeholders in their school. To this end, the findings of
this action research study suggested the need for other suburban middle school teachers to
conduct their own enquiry into relational aggression. Each particular school’s problems and

stakeholders are unigue and no one intervention is universally applicable.
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Conclusion

I conducted this study in conjunction with a team of middle school teachers who were
interested in analyzing relational aggression between middle school girls at Whirlwind Academy.
The site-specific nature of this study is the defining and unique characteristic of this research;
only one study had been previously done (concerning a different age-level) that examined a site-
specific intervention process for teachers (rather than a pre-packaged, outsider-created
intervention program). The fact that this study was site-specific, however, did not make it
applicable solely to Whirlwind Academy. Rather, the goal of this study was to both inform
Whirlwind Academy teachers of methodology that works a¢ Whirlwind with Whirlwind students
and teachers, as well as document a process that may be employed at other schools. Rather than
prescribing an intervention program, this qualitative action research process was designed for
replication at other sites whose teachers want to intervene in this type of bullying.

After | collected and analyzed the data, | shared the initial findings with the action
research team, so they could decide how to best disseminate the information to the Whirlwind
administration and faculty as a whole. Upon initially meeting with the administration, they had
wanted the researchers to conduct an in-service to share information about relational aggression
and intervention strategies with the entire faculty, including the high school teachers and
coaches. At the conclusion of the study, they had requested a date be set in the 2014-2015
academic year to lead an in-service dedicated to relational aggression.

Finally, the students who participated in the study have led a peer-advisory group to
discuss relational aggression with their younger peers. Whirlwind may maintain this peer

mediated advisory to continue the campus-wide examination of relational aggression. In these

50



ways, Whirlwind teachers and students may continue promoting relational aggression

intervention.
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Chapter Four: Findings

The teachers in this action research study examined the problem of relational aggression
at Whirlwind Academy. The nine teachers read research on relational aggression (also referred to
as relational aggression), questioned middle school girls, and discussed ways to identify the
behaviors. They also analyzed interventions and examined the effectiveness of different
strategies. The teachers and held nine weekly meetings, two of which were devoted to student
panels (Appendix E).While this study did not seek to examine students’ change, the students’

feedback provided data and served as a catalyst for the teachers’ change.

Finding #1: Purposeful Blindness

I started the initial meeting by providing the teachers with a definition of relational
aggression (relational aggression) from Grotpeter and Crick’s (1995) study. This definition also
provided the teachers with a list of behaviors to help them examine their own perceptions and
identify bullying when they saw it. | assumed that the teachers had witnessed relational
aggression but perhaps did not know what to call it. Their pre-study survey revealed their
ambiguity concerning identifying relationally aggressive behaviors with 20 percent of the
respondents reporting the gossiping was “just normal behavior for girls,” and another 37 percent
reporting that it “may be bullying.” Additionally, nearly half the teachers also reported that
social exclusion and eye-rolling “may be bullying,” while 91 percent of the teachers labeled
physical intimidation as definitely “bullying.” The teachers responses on the survey illuminated
the stark contrast between their labeling off social bullying behaviors versus physical bullying

behaviors. Based on their initial survey reports, I assumed that the teachers would be eager to
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learn about and recognize relational aggression to become more effective teachers and mentors.
By the end of the first meeting, none of my assumptions had proven true.

While the teachers initially entered the meeting with enthusiasm, when | presented the
definition of relational aggression, their mood quickly changed from that of positive to a
defensive tone. The teachers made it clear that even after they were shown a definition of
relational aggression with eye-rolling, gossiping, and social exclusion, they remained convinced
that relational aggression was not a problem at Whirlwind. As we discovered, teachers simply
did not recognize that their students’ behaviors were forms of relational aggression. Put another
way, even though the teachers recognized that in general adolescent girls engaged in
manipulating friendships to cause harm, they did not recognize that when it happened in front of
them it was relational aggression. One teacher leaned across the table as if to directly address and

convince me, and asserted:

For the most part, girls don’t intentionally bully each other at this school. There’s
something about the girls here...they might do the normal mean girl stuff that is part of
growing up, but...the girls here do not really bully each other.

This teacher’s belief was echoed by the other eight teachers who claimed the same thing when it
came to their own students. Even after they read definitions and behaviors of relational
aggression, read and discussed the research, and observed their own students, they still refused to
label the behaviors as “relational aggression.”

What began to emerge was that teachers were “purposefully blind” to relational
aggression among their own girls as a way of protecting “their girls.” Eight out of nine teachers
echoed the conviction that Whirlwind girls “were different”, they were “really nice girls,” who
were generally “nice,” “caring,” and “not bullies to each other.” Once again, while the teachers

recognized that their students engaged in the behavior that defines relational aggression in front
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of them, they would not classify it as malicious nor bullying. Dina, the middle school math

teacher, reported her own and other teachers’ intentional blindness:

| definitely saw a lot of the mean girl stuff that [the girls] would do to each other. | just
never thought of them as bullies or the way they treated each other would ever really be
thought of as bullying.

The teachers’ faith in their middle schoolers’ inherent goodness made them choose not to judge
them as bullies. Therefore, they did not associate the behaviors they admitted seeing with

relational aggression.

Resistance

The teachers also initially resisted new information that threatened their adamant belief in
their students’ altruism. When one teacher began to outline behaviors that she may classify as
bullying, three other teachers leaned forward and raised their voices at her and resisted any
possible change in her perspective of relational aggression. This resistance was evident in Amy’s

assertion:

That’s not bullying though! There is a difference between bullying and what your girls
are doing. Was it repetitive? Do you know if it was intentional? Had other teachers seen
it too or was it an isolated moment? | don’t think you should consider it bullying unless
you can answer a lot of those questions. Bullying must fit all of these very specific
definitions, qualifications. I don’t think we should jump to calling it bullying when it’s
probably not.

This statement represented a/l the teachers’ resistance to identifying relational
aggression. The tone of the first few meetings was often antagonistic because the teachers
questioned and frequently doubted the studies. They were also quick to traduce any challenge to

their relational aggression blindness that either I, or any other teacher, expressed.
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Finding #2: Rationale

Normalcy

The teachers’ resistance to recognizing relational aggression begged the question of why
they were so purposefully opposed. While their denial came off as defensive, over-protective, or
naive, the rationale that emerged for their resistance was the teachers’ firm belief in the normalcy
of the students’ behaviors. The teachers believed their students were “normal girls being girls,”
which led them to dismiss the behaviors as inconsequential. Initially, every teacher agreed with
Amy’s (the middle school dean) conviction that “A lot of it is developmentally appropriate
behavior...[which] isn’t bullying.” Melissa expressed this ambiguity between normal “girl”

behavior and bullying, when she asked in a journal response,

What | am struggling with is where is the line drawn between normal socialization and
bullying. What really is ‘normal’ anyway? Anytime a student feels left out or unwanted,
to me, is not right, but...that doesn’t have to be considered relational aggression.

The teachers reported the disparity between witnessing bullying acts happening in front of them
and judging them to be bullying rather than normal. This rationale for their blindness to bullying
explained their resistance to change: the teachers firmly believed that the girls’ behaviors were
developmentally appropriate and practiced by the majority of the middle school girls. Dana, the

middle school math teacher, reported:

I’d like to believe that a// the girls aren’t bullying each other...Because they a// engage in
these kinds of things throughout the course of the year. It’s particularly this age...they’re
figuring out who to be, how to be, and how to deal with one another. It’s not bullying
because it’s not malicious. It’s just normal behavior for growing up.
Her analysis represented all the teachers’ report that they witnessed relational aggression acts so
prevalently during girls’ adolescence in middle school, that they associated them with a “normal”

part of growing up. This was also demonstrated by the pre-survey responses in which fewer than
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half the respondents said they witnessed gossiping among their girl students sometimes to

frequently, but did not consider it to be a possible bullying behavior.

Health

The teachers’ initial assumption that the girls’ behaviors were a normal part of growing
up led to the teachers’ secondary assumption that the relational aggression behaviors were a
healthy and vital part of adolescence. The teachers expressed that since relational aggression
(though they did not label it as such) was so widespread they believed it to be a fundamental part
the development of important social skills for the girls. Erika, the eighth grade history teacher

highlighted this finding when she said in the second action research meeting:

I don’t know...1 guess | feel some of [the girls social behaviors] are developmental...it’s
not appropriate but it’s mentally normal. That’s what people of all ages do and I think
being a teenager you’re particularly sensitive and you’re still trying to figure out who you
are and so it hurts more maybe. I’m not trying to say that it’s okay that people
purposefully exclude you, but that’s life. You pick up these cues. You see someone
ignoring someone so you think to yourself, ‘I need social skills so I’m not the one
ignored....or she must be lower than | am, so I’m going to ignore her in order to improve
my own status.

Erika voiced the sentiment that each member of the research group had voiced: the teachers
regarded harmful social behaviors not just as normal, but as a fundamental learning experience
for their girl students. This perspective not only caused the teachers to condone relational
aggression through their lack of identification, but also mislabel it in such a way that they, in
fact, endorsed it as an important rite of passage. Dana, the middle school English teacher,

vocalized this endorsement:

Girls need to be able to figure themselves out and how to deal with each other. Shouldn’t
the poor girl who monopolizes class time and quotes Shakespeare at the drop of a hat
know her impact on the other girls...that they roll their eyes whenever she opens her
mouth or raises her hand....I mean, developing coping mechanisms and the knowledge of
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social survival skills is a pretty important part of growing up. In a sense, they have to go
through [relational aggression] to become likable well-functioning adults.

The teachers did not dismiss relational aggression to defend their stance or out of naiveté, but
rather because they fundamentally believed the relational aggression was a healthy and vital part
of girls growing up; the teachers did not want to stigmatize nor punish what they considered a
healthy coming-of-age part of development.

In addition, the teachers reported that the middle school girls’ sensitivity contributed to
their belief in the normalcy of the behaviors. Six of the nine teachers used words including
“dramatic,” “insecure,” and “very sensitive,” to describe middle school girls’ reactions to their

peers. Amy, the middle school dean, reflected:

They are transitioning and trying to figure out ‘how do | choose who am | going to sit
with, or who am | going to invite to my party. And then the kids who didn’t get invited
are trying to figure out was | not invited because there really weren’t that many spots, or
was | not invited because they don’t like me. It’s at a time when they are so insanely
insecure.

Amy asserted the teachers’ consensus that the social dynamics did not warrant cause for alarm.
While they stopped short of blaming the girls, the teachers felt the girls’ reaction was over-
sensitive and thus did not demand their attention. This belief acted as a barrier to teachers’
cognizance of relational aggression. Because the teachers believed “mean girl behavior” to be a
normal and healthy part of growing up as well as dismissed girls’ reactions as melodramatic, the
teachers were predisposed to regard the behaviors as unremarkable. Instead, they considered
relational aggression as the baseline for normal behavior. As a result of this, the teachers were

resistant to accepting relational aggression as aberrant.
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Finding #3: Teachers’ Personal Identity & Resulting Assumptions

As the teachers’ belief in the normalcy and health of relational aggression behaviors
emerged, the underlying reason became increasingly evident: Each teacher identified with their
girls’ social experiences and the relational aggression itself. Cici’s story represented the personal

connection that all the teachers experienced:

I hated middle school so much that I used to cry every day when I got home. | was never
the cool kid, and always wanted to be one of those pretty little mean girls who I thought
were so cool. | was always the one person that they wouldn’t invite to parties. When |
talked or raised my hand in class, they’d giggle. You know...general mean girl stuff. My
mom always told me to be strong and girls were just being girls. But to me, it was like,
something was wrong with me.

All teachers shared their first-hand middle school experiences with relational aggression, which
they also justified as normal. But though they contended that the relational aggression they
endured was mundane, their emotions while telling their narratives spoke to enduring pain. Five
of the teachers teared up when they recalled their memories of their “socialization” processes
(both as victims of relational aggression and as bullies). Though their reflections did not bring
them to tears, the other four teachers still recounted emotional and jarring experiences of middle
school relational aggression (though they did call them “relational aggression). Another teacher,
Dana, recognized the connection between the teachers’ personal experiences and how they

viewed their students’ behaviors:

I know what | went through...god, it was awful....it was a huge part of shaping me into
who | am today...I see the same things going on in front of me. The same popularity
contest and kind of cruel, cutting ways the girls establish dominance or ostracize another
girl, or make a girl feel shitty about herself or less than. | was a cheerleader but | wasn’t
immune. | kind of had it from all sides...The game now hasn’t changed, just the players.

Dana’s quotation represented the teachers’ transference of their own experiences to their

students’ reality. The teachers’ identified with the girls’ behavior so significantly that they
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labeled the behaviors as “normal” and “healthy.” Because their parents and teacher had told them
that their experiences were “just” a part of growing up, the teachers applied that misconception
to their students. In the exit interview, Jennifer, the veteran English teacher who had experienced

relational aggression nearly 30 years previous to the study, reflected:

It never occurred to me that middle school girls acting the way they do was “bullying”
(making air quotes). | mean it’s a thing right...”mean girls?” (making air quotes again)
It’s timeless....I guess | made the assumption, without ever really thinking about it, that if
it happened to me and to you and to ALL our friends, it’s just a normal part of growing
up. I didn’t consider lines being crossed or the bullying component AT ALL.

The socio-cultural perspective explains this relationship between the teachers’ experiences and
their practice as teachers. The relational aggression that helped shape their personal identity
contributed to their agency with their current students (Lasky, 2005). The teachers’ personal
experiences of relational aggression as students themselves influenced both their personal and
professional identity. In other words, the teachers’ own experiences enduring relational

aggression shaped their assumptions, judgments and lack of relational aggression identification.

Finding #4: The Tipping Point--Teachers seeing through students’ eyes

Though the teachers’ blindness and resistance originally seemed impervious to change,
their opposition softened in the fourth meeting when they held a question and answer session
with seven middle school girls. While the teachers had prepared for their meeting with student
panel by forming a list of questions for the girls, the teachers (and I) were unprepared for the
dramatic effect of the students’ revelations. Tina, the middle school art teacher summed up the

students’ impact:

It is one thing for us to sit around and read experts’ opinions of relational aggression or
what we, as teachers, see or don’t see. But | never thought I’d be so touched by their
stories. So much goes on in such a pointed mean way that I didn’t know....I never knew
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the depth of it. Or how much of their time and attention this [relational aggression] stuff
occupies. It’s like their whole world.

The students” emotional revelations about their reality of relational aggression weakened the
teachers’ sense of normalcy and health of relational aggression behaviors. Emmy, an eighth
grade girl, shared her perception of relational aggression’s pervasiveness in her and her peers’
lives:
There’s no way to like, shake it off, or pretend that it doesn’t bother you. It’s totally all
we can think about or deal with sometimes. When your friends aren’t your friends like
all of a sudden, or you know that girls are saying shit about you and you can’t do
anything about it, it’s like the worst feeling in the world. | mean, I know this is horrible
to admit, but | begged not to go to school. Like, I just think it’s so much worse than just
getting in a fight with someone or getting a bad grade. | didn’t want to deal with anything
or anyone. You don’t know how to like pretend that everything’s okay, and pretend to
care about school, or sports or anything, when rothing is okay anymore. And no one,
like, really talks about it.
As Emmy shared her heart-ache and feelings of isolation in dealing with relational aggression,
the teachers were moved to tears and confronted with the students’ reality to which they had
been blind.
I had prepared the students for their Q & A with the teachers by providing them the same
definition of relational aggression as the teachers and a list of the teachers’ questions. But it was
only when the girls “went off script” and began revealing personal anecdotes of relational

aggression, that their authentic testimonies no longer fell on deaf ears. As Izzy, looking

assertively into the teachers’ eyes, said:

It’s like something every day. | feel like you guys (speaking to the teachers) don’t see
when it’s [the relational aggression] all going on sometimes. You know, like when girls
decide, like, they’re not going to invite you to things anymore. And then they talk about it
in front of you with other friends. And none of it really is ever talked about. But it’s hard
when, like, you still have to be in classes and work in groups with those friends. But the
teachers don’t see it. Unless, you’re like crying.
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Though Emmy, Izzy and the other girls fell short of accusing the teachers of intentional
blindness, their emotionality while telling their stories deteriorated years-long held assumptions.
In her concluding interview, Jennifer, the veteran English teacher, revealed why hearing the girls’

personal experiences and accusations was so influential for all the teachers:

I think hearing from the students kind of forced us to look at them and ourselves
differently...in a way it was like holding up a mirror to how painful that own time in my
life was, and how much I think I would have loved to have an ally, or a teacher to tell me
that that kind of behavior is unacceptable. | think that stepping outside of my little role as
“teacher” and really hearing about their whole world was a unique experience...| got to,
in a way, see myself through their eyes.

Jennifer’s meta-analysis of her experience expressed the connection the teachers made with the
middle school girls, which softened their resistance to identifying relational aggression behaviors

as relational aggression.

Finding #5: Cyber Relational aggression: What teachers couldn’t see

While the teachers self-reflected about their own experiences through listening to the
girls’ anecdotes, social media bullying was a novel aspect of discussion content with which the
teachers could not identify. The middle school girls identified cyber relational aggression, i.e.
peer manipulation of the girls” public perception and relationships through social
media/networking websites and apps. This type of relational aggression behavior included
posting unflattering pictures, “commenting” about peers in mean ways, and posing mean-spirited
anonymous questions about their peers to sites like ask.fm. These activities were entirely
unfamiliar to the teachers, and thus invisible. Though I had not intended to include
“cyberbullying” as part of this study, the use of social media as a means of relationally
aggressing peers emerged as the prevalent medium for relational aggression at Whirlwind

Academy.
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The students’ personal storytelling in the Q & A meeting enlightened the teachers of
where and how most of the relational aggression took place. While the students still engaged in
physical and verbal acts of relational aggression on campus (like changing seats or in-person
rumor-spreading), the most prevalent relational aggression happened in their online worlds: on
their iPads in the classrooms, their laptops in the library, and their smartphones which were
seemingly glued to their hands at a// times. Anna, an eighth grade girl, revealed this reality with

cyber relational aggression:

It’s like you never know what you’re going to see or find out when go online or look at
your phone. I have friends that invite everyone but me to their parties and then post pics
on Instagram about it, knowing I’ll see it. And then everyone the next day at school is
talking about it and specifically knows that | wasn’t invited, cuz [sic] | wasn’t tagged in
the pics. And then it’s there and everyone is talking about it. And they know you’re going
to see it. But it’s worse cuz everyone sees it and then knows what’s going on.

Anna’s admission, her voice cracking and eyes welling as she told it, metaphorically opened the
teachers’ eyes; they were shocked that this malicious and manipulative behavior had been going
on in front of them and they had never witnessed nor sensed it. One of the girls, Ali, shared her
perception of the prevalence of relational aggression through social media and the teachers’

unawareness of it:

I know a huge thing is like commenting on each other’s pics and saying really mean
things about who was there or who wasn’t, or what a bad pic it is, or sharing bad pics
with boys you like. My “friend” did that to me...And then she did it again, and posted it
again and shared it with everybody. We had this whole drama and even though it
happened over the weekend, everyone was talking about it at school the next week. The
girls then sat in different seats in class and the teacher had no clue why I was so upset.

The only teacher who knew the prevalence of cyber relational aggression was Amy, as numerous
parents had come to her to discuss their daughters’ misery caused by the online activity. For the

other eight teachers, hearing the girls’ first-hand accounts opened their eyes to the pervasiveness
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and harmful impact of cyber relational aggression. Dina, the middle school math teacher, related

this “a-ha moment,” in her final interview when she reflected:

What can start off as girls being kind of mean to each other crosses over into bullying
when a kid is pointedly ignored or excluded or badgered on the internet. What I don’t
think I see anymore, that used to happen in front of me, is because of the internet. | used
to confiscate so many notes during class that were passed, and that’s where | knew
everything that was going on. Well, now they’re no notes, no paper trail. And I’m not
“friends” with them, so I’m not privy to their wall or their posts, or anything like that, so
on my end, things look so clean. But I really think that... the same social meanness and
exclusion and gossiping is still going on, it’s just happening outside my classroom where

I don’t see itatall....And it’s worse. | wouldn’t have even known that a lot of these sites

exist or are used by the students. Let alone what the girls are doing to each other!

The students’ revelations about their painful experiences with cyber relational aggression
also allowed the teachers an explanation for why they had not previously considered relational
aggression to be a problem for their students. Because cyber relational aggression was not a
behavior with which they could personally identify, along with the invisibility of the behaviors,
the teachers reasoned that there was no way could have been cognizant of it as relational
aggression. In other words, before the students shared their stories, the teachers did not know
cyber relational aggression existed, let alone its breadth and depth, therefore it allowed the
teachers a rationale as to why they did not identify the most prevalent relational aggression

behavior. Cyber relational aggression was in neither their experiential or learned knowledge

base. Melissa, the eighth grade history teacher’s comment revealed this:

It all made sense to me after that first meeting with the [seven middle school] girls. |

don’t think it was just that | had seen a lot of mean girl behaviors so considered them

normal and commonplace. | truly didn’t k&now that was out there and they [the middle

school girls] were doing that online. If I had known, I’d like to believe that I...would

have done something or gone to someone to stop it.

After hearing the students’ heart-wrenching personal anecdotes (especially about cyber
relational aggression), the teachers’ resistance to recognizing relational aggression softened and
their personal sense of self-efficacy remained intact.
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Finding #6: Teachers’ report of changes in their behaviors

After the teachers’ initial Q & A session with the seven middle school girls, they were
more receptive to recognizing relational aggression as a possible problem among their students.
Though they did not forsake a// their beliefs that some relational aggression behaviors may be
“normal” for girls, they were no longer resistant to observing their students’ social behaviors and
identifying some as relational aggression. As the study progressed, the teachers recounted past
experiences and observed (and documented through journaling) new relational aggression
situations between their middle-schoolers. The teachers were able to identify specific prevalent
relational aggression behaviors: Specifically, they all agreed that they had witnessed social
exclusion of students, but had not correlated social exclusion with relational aggression. The

math teacher, Dina, explained:

I have a girl come in to see me to talk at least once a month because of exclusion or
‘someone was being mean to me.” | get tears all the time. I never really thought about it
in terms of relational aggression, but that makes sense [now]. The dominant girls are
using their social powers to make other girls feel awful and insecure. Yeah, | guess that’s
relational aggression.

Dina’s admission reflected all the teachers’ changed perception regarding social
exclusion in particular. They found that social exclusion had been the predominant relational
aggression in their classrooms and on campus, but had never previously associated it with
relational aggression. Additionally, all nine teachers agreed that gossip and clique-forming were
behaviors that they frequently had witnessed among their girl students but had not considered to
be bullying.

Tina, the middle school art teacher, reported the teachers’ change of their relational

aggression identifications:
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It’s not like I didn’t see girls being cruel to other girls in class before. Or that | didn’t see
social exclusion or eye-rolling, and the sighing or groaning when they had to work with
someone they didn’t want to, | just hadn’t really considered it [as relational aggression].

It was kind of easy to dismiss...Now | am tber conscious of it. Once you kind of know

what to look for and realize the...[impact] of it, it’s kind of hard not to be super aware of

it.
The teachers found that once they had the information (including a specific definition and
associated behaviors) about relational aggression and had recognized their own biases, the
prevalence of the relational aggression became impossible to dismiss. This change was
reaffirmed in the teachers’ post-study survey responses in which zero respondents reported that
gossip was “just normal behavior for girls,” while 86 percent reported that it “may be bullying.”
Additionally, 86 percent of the teachers also reported that eye-rolling “may be bullying,” while
100 percent of the teachers labeled social exclusion as “may be bullying” or definitely
“bullying.” When compared to the responses on the pre-survey, the teachers’ reports on the
post-survey reinforced their change in identifications of relationally aggressive behaviors as
bullying.

The teachers also reported a change in their behaviors regarding relational aggression.
Though the teachers predicted the second Q & A session with the students (this one focused on
intervention strategies) would be an equally transformative experience, this did not turn out to be
the case. Though the teachers asked pointed questions about what the girls wanted their teachers
to do about the problem, and the students continued to reveal personal anecdotes about

interventions, the student meeting did not drastically spurn the teachers to intervene in relational

aggression. One student, Joanna (pseudonym), revealed:

A lot of my guy teachers don’t even see anything going on. | can walk in crying and [Mr.
Williams] doesn’t even notice that I’m like sitting alone and miserable. Most of my guy
teachers have no idea about the drama. Not that all the women teachers do, but even if
like one teacher notices what’s going on or asks if I’m okay or how she can help, it
definitely helps. Just knowing like, someone cares.
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The girls reported that teachers proactively recognizing their distress from relational aggression
interactions made them feel stronger and less isolated. Yet, while the teachers conveyed that this
student assertion significantly enhanced their belief in the necessity of intervention, it was not
enough to make an actual change in their reactive behavior. While the practice of academic
reading, annotating, and discussion of intervention studies combined with getting students’
feedback augmented their knowledge about intervention preferences, their reactive behavior to
relational aggression did not change.

Though the teachers did report changing their behaviors, the changes were in their
preventative, rather than reactive, intervention actions. Through their journal responses,
discussions, and final interviews, the teachers reported that, while they recognized the
importance of teacher intervention in relational aggression or suspected relational aggression
instances, their practices with intervention had been more focused on prevention than
intervention. The teachers created situations to prevent relational aggression rather than reacting
to relational aggression more frequently or differently. Melissa, the eighth grade history teacher,

wrote in her journal response:

I know that it’s not about me drawing attention to [the relational aggression behaviors],
but instead modeling and clarifying expectations about the kind of behavior | expect in
the classroom. I now avoid letting students pick their own working groups in class
because of the dreaded *“leaving out” that can often happen. Nevertheless, there are times
where | have students work informally with the people at their table or next to them. |
know that I will be much more careful about ensuring that it is clear who is working with
whom, so that the one person on the end isn't left out or the one person sitting herself
doesn't end up by default working by herself.

Melissa’s report was representative of all the teachers’ comments that their relational aggression
prevention strategies changed, while their reactions to relational aggression situations had not
evolved. While the teachers recognized that they ought to proactively intervene, preventative

intervention was a more comfortable and non-confrontational approach. They identified
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productive preventative intervention strategies including assigning particular groups for group
work, setting up and discussing with the students behavioral expectations, and having assigned
seating. By the conclusion of the action research, the teachers’ practice had changed as they
implemented these preventative measures. Dana, the novice middle school English teacher,

reported:

I still don’t feel comfortable for some reason actually addressing bullying in real time, so
to speak. | just don’t know how to best deal with each situation if | see it. I am definitely
more comfortable setting up ways to stop it before it happens. Not that that’s always
possible, but I think that’s the beginning. Like talking with them about morality and
empathy before they become mean girls, or reading magazine or online articles or
literature about bullying and its effects. It’s more than just dealing with [social] bullying
when it happens; it’s about facilitating a school or classroom where it’s not encouraged.
Like even with the social media stuff...shouldn’t we have some preventative rules or
meetings or discussions in place to tackle this before they’re doing it?

Dana both reinforced all the teachers’ reports that they changed their preventative rather than
reactive interventions and also recognized the teachers’ finding that intervention/prevention had

to happen at a systemic level as well.

Teachers’ confidence in relation to intervention

The teachers’ dramatic enhancement of relational aggression identification juxtaposed to
their reticence to proactively intervene in relational aggression that happened in front of them
spoke to the issue of their confidence. The teachers reported that though they knew Zow to
intervene and which behaviors warranted their intervention, they still felt paralyzed by their lack
of confidence. The final exit interviews illuminated that the teachers’ lack of confidence
stemmed from their fear of doing something “wrong” or doubting their own perceptions (of a

specific situation). Dana, the first-year English teacher, elaborated:

I didn’t feel confident seeing relational aggression or intervening because | would never
even have known...what exactly to do. A lot of relational aggression is so subtle, so |
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would’ve doubted what | was seeing...if it was really like, a bullying kind of a
thing...It’s such a scary thing when you’re dealing with kids.

Dana’s comment was in line with other teachers’ initial lack of confidence. The motivations
behind their low confidence levels included self-doubt and concern for harming the students by
doing or saying the wrong thing. Though the teachers’ confidence levels grew slightly as the
action research cycle progressed, there was never a definitive moment during which the teachers
reported full confidence in intervening in relational aggression.

Instead, a disparity emerged between teachers’ confidence levels to identify relational
aggression as opposed to teachers’ confidence to intervene in relational aggression. This appears
to be rooted in contextual differences between each bully situation and the teachers’ not feeling
prepared with enough knowledge. The exit interviews further revealed motivations behind
teachers’ higher confidence in identifying relational aggression, as compared to their lack of

confidence with intervening. Dana, the first-year English teacher, elaborated:

After this process and discussions and readings, | feel pretty confident that | know what
relational aggression is and what it looks like. And plus, even if I’m not sure, | think I’ve
realized that suspecting relational aggression is enough sometimes. But when it comes to
intervening, | think that because every context is different and all my relationships with
different students are different, | don’t think I know that what will work with one girl will
work with another. | feel like I have a lot of the tools now to intervene in relational
aggression, but in the moment, still don’t feel comfortable.
Dana’s interview response highlighted the consensus that the action researchers’ confidence
levels with identifying relational aggression behaviors had increased, yet their confidence with
personal intervention had not.
When pressed for the reasons in their concluding interviews why this disparity existed,
the teachers exposed their underlying reasons for this gap. Melissa, the eighth grade history

teacher and CTL coordinator aptly related the teachers’ perspective:
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| feel pretty confident now in knowing what to look for in terms of [social] bullying. But
when it comes to me actually doing something and feeling sure that I know what I’m
doing and why I’'m doing it, | feel like I need more training and discussion. It’s almost
like we need a year-long study or focus group to do analyze our school and write up, like
in the handbook, what they suggest we do. | want some real guidelines on this.

Melissa’s response reflected the consensus that they personally wanted continued education
regarding relational aggression, and they wanted other teachers to undergo the same action
research process. The action research teachers expressed that they would feel more confident in
actively intervening in relational aggression if it was a goal embraced by the whole school
community. They wanted further training, other members of the school community to recognize
the problem, and most importantly, direction from the school regarding intervention strategies. |

will explain the significance of this finding further in Chapter Five.

An Examination of This Action Research Process

The initial lunch meeting set the tone for all the follow-up action research meetings. The
homemade food and seminar-table at the center of the room made for an environment that Erika
revealed felt more “like an intimate gathering of friends around a kitchen table...than one of our
usual meetings.” Peggy affirmed that it was a nice change and that the homemade food and
meeting of ten women made the gathering feel more “authentic.” These off-the-cuff comments
suggest that from the onset of the initial meeting, the teachers sensed a difference in atmosphere
within these action research meetings. The teachers recognized the tone of the meeting was one
of communal participation rather than a structured and formal procedure. This was an important
part of the process, as it encouraged the teachers to be honest, receptive, and vulnerable in a safe
environment.

The first meeting provided an opportunity for the action researchers to report their

personal goals and motivations for taking part in the action research study. By sharing their goals
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and motivations, they built trust with each other and simultaneously began the self-reflective
process that is integral to action research. It was important that | reinforce that these meetings
were a safe and collaborative environment that encouraged each teacher to push boundaries with
their comfort levels (such as being the first to speak).

Additionally, because | was not asserting myself as the meeting “leader,” there existed a
discomfort of not knowing the “right” thing to say. Finally, when one of the teachers broke the
awkward silence, the general reticence to speak was alleviated, as each of the educators
systematically took turns going around the table speaking about their personal motivations for
joining the action research study group. Once Dina spoke, | (as a facilitator) no longer had to
facilitate the discussion or call on the teachers.

Two themes became apparent as each educator revealed their reasons for being there: the
educators’ personal histories with bullying were tied to her presence in the action research group,
and each educator had joined the group with questions they wanted addressed. Eight of the nine

LN 1%

educators first told their personal history of whether they were the “bully,” “victim,” or
“bystander” when they were young. As each of the eight educators shared their personal stories,
everyone else at the conference table sat quietly and nodded in understanding. When a teacher
told a particularly emotional or personal story, the other teachers would gasp, or wince, sigh, or
shake their head. Though I had not prompted the teachers to share their personal histories with
relational aggression, the personal storytelling became a vital part of the trust-building process of
the group. Over half of the teachers began their personal reflection with the sentiment of “I
haven’t really ever talked about my [social experience in middle school] before.” By opening up

to the group, the eight teachers established trust, confidentiality, empathy, collaboration, and an

interpersonal connection to the study topic. It is important to note though, that though they
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established this tone at the first meeting, as the study progressed the contentiousness between
them increased as well.

Another theme that emerged in the initial meeting was that every educator posed at least
one question as part of their motivation for joining the action research team. Questions including,
“I know I’ve seen mean-spirited relational aggression, at least | think I have, but what do | do?”

Also asked by another teacher (Erika), was:

I like the idea of a research group to examine relational aggression, but aren’t we going to
be looking at something that is pretty normal for girls? | mean, this has been going on
forever—yes, it’s good to see what we can do, but how are we going to change something
that is part of girls growing up?
Teachers posed these questions as part of their examination of their personal motivations for
joining the group. The fact that each teacher included a question within their personal motivation
suggests that were motivated to join an action research group to actively answer questions and
doubts that had. The questions, represented by the examples above, ranged in topic—from the
role of an educator to the motivations of girls to socially bully. The question-asking by all the
teachers is notable.

Teachers’ initial sharing of motivations for joining the action research group preceded the
discussion of any relational aggression content; therefore, the teachers’ questions stemmed from
true curiosity and/or unawareness of the answers. The questions that motivated them to join the
group were so significant that, without prodding by me, a/l the teachers identified their questions
as significant motivations for dedicating their time to the relational aggression study group. The
teachers’ body language frequently reinforced the significance of their motivating questions: six

out of the nine teachers shrugged their shoulders as they rhetorically posed the question that had

driven them to the meeting, while three of the nine teachers actually put their hands in the air in a
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questioning motion to demonstrate that they did not have the answer. Their body language
reflected true curiosity and unawareness.

The group then reflected on the results of the Relational aggression questionnaire to
which each teacher has previously replied. Distributing the questionnaire before the initial
meeting allowed me to share the data with the teachers as a topic of discussion, as well as a
means of self-reflection and assessment. Discussion of these findings allowed the group to
develop a baseline understanding of participants’ initial perspectives of relational aggression. By
reviewing the questionnaire data as a group, the teachers constructed a basis of understanding off
of which they could build their future discussions and knowledge. This meeting served as a
touchstone for comparison against much of the teacher’s data from follow-up meetings.

Additionally, the survey data reflection led to a discussion among the teachers about their
perceptions of relational aggression at Whirlwind Academy in particular. The segue from the
questionnaire reflection to discussion of the particulars of relational aggression at Whirlwind is
reflected in one teacher’s comment: “I think that a lot of the behaviors listed on the survey could
definitely be relational aggression, but I don’t know if a lot of those happen here [at Whirlwind].”
This type of authentic and undirected transition in discussion happened throughout all the
meetings and is an important aspect of learning through reflection; as the teachers reflected upon
their responses to the relational aggression questionnaire, they transferred and applied those
reflections to their own experience at Whirlwind. In this way, they left the meeting and
immediately applied their knowledge to their practice.

I requested for each teacher to complete “homework” in between each meeting to prepare
for the next meeting. The “homework” after the first meeting was to read four studies regarding

relational aggression behaviors, and make notes regarding what stood out to each teacher. This
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*assignment” both prepared the teachers for the next meeting and also exposed them to seminal
relational aggression research. The reading assignments included Crick and Grotpeters’ (1995)
“Relational aggression, gender, and social-psychological adjustment,” Yoon et al.’s (2004)
“Relational aggression in middle school: Educational implications of developmental research,”
Wang et al.’s (2009) “School bullying among adolescents in the United States: Physical, verbal,
relational, and cyber,” and Young et al.’s (2006) “Relational aggression: Understanding,
identifying and responding in schools.” The annotation required them to distill important and
relevant information from the rest of the text.

The second action research meeting revolved around discussion of the studies that each
teacher had to read for “homework.” The teachers constructed their own definition of the term
“relational aggression” based on an amalgamation of the studies’ various definitions. One
teacher (Erika) asked, “Is there one definition that we should know to be able to define relational
aggression?” To which another teacher (Amy) responded, “I think we need to use the important
ideas from the study definitions and define it for us so it is clear and easy to understand.” The
teachers decided on several factors: the relational aggression definition should be published in
the Whirlwind Academy Handbook and utilize clear language that would be accessible to
administrators, teachers, parents, and students. Additionally, “relational aggression” should be
identified as a type of bullying and therefore incorporate elements of the definition of general
bullying. The teachers defined relational aggression as doing purposeful harm to others through
manipulation of one’s relationships, social acceptance, and friendships. Though based
predominantly on Crick & Grotpeter’s (1995) seminal definition of relational aggression (which
was one of the studies the action research team had read), the action research team found it

important to insert the word “purposeful” to their definition. The teachers acknowledged that
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middle school girls may often unintentionally harm each other’s friendships and social stability,
which should not be considered bullying.

For “homework,” | asked the teachers to respond to a journal prompt to write about how
reading and discussing the seminal relational aggression studies affected their perceptions of
relational aggression among their middle school girl students. In this way, the teachers applied
their research to their practice with their students. | asked the teachers to observe the interactions
between their students and reflect on the girls’ behaviors with regards to the relational aggression
studies. This practice reinforces Kolb (1984) and Schon’s finding (1983) that as educators
participate in action research, they consciously learn from their experience. The systematic
reflection in which practitioners participate in action research lent itself to the teachers’ ability to
apply their learning to their teaching. Dana, the new English teacher reflected, “I don’t think
there is anything we discussed that is brand new to me, but I think that our ongoing conversation
has made me pay more attention to the more subtle aspects of the girls’ classroom behaviors.”
The action research team members verified Dana’s sentiment of “pay[ing]” more attention based
on the discussions and seeing behaviors differently, thus altering their teaching practices. This
cyclical process of action research led the teachers to learn through the meetings and readings,
and immediately apply their knowledge to their teaching practices. The journal prompt provided
an initial reflection opportunity on the process, and the third action research meeting also
facilitated continued reflection.

The third group meeting began with a reflection of the past week and the teachers’
changes {if at all) of their perceptions of relational aggression. This discussion provided an
opportunity to validate the journal response data, as well as give the teachers an opportunity to

learn from each other. At this point in the study, the teachers’ purposeful blindness still
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intensified the meetings. Though I posed questions to the teachers to force them to question their
assumptions (such as having them juxtapose their classroom observations with the list of
relational aggression behaviors from an academic study), the teachers’ resistance to altering their
relational aggression identifications was still intact.

The third meeting also served as an opportunity for the teachers to develop questions to
pose to a middle school girl student panel with whom they would be meeting at the next meeting.
Some of the questions the teachers created to ask the students included: What do you consider
the definition of relational aggression to be, specific to your experiences at [Whirlwind]? What
behaviors do you regard as relational aggression behaviors? Do you sense that the behaviors you
identified are normal middle school girl behaviors or that the behaviors shouldn’t be accepted as
normal (Appendix F)?

At the fourth action research meeting, the teachers met with the middle school girl
students. The panel of seven middle school girls from Whirlwind were members of the Student
Leadership Committee and volunteered to participate in the research group. Their input and
feedback were vital, as the information allowed the teachers to validate their own perceptions
and findings regarding relational aggression. The students’ first-hand accounts regarding
relational aggression validated and refuted the teachers’ suppositions.

The students were not asked to sit in front of the teachers, but rather join the teachers at
the table. This seating arrangement purposefully minimized their nervousness and any sense of
propriety or formality. It was important to set a tone disparate from a classroom setting so that
the middle school girls did not feel that they had to have “right” answers for the teachers.
Additionally, having an intimate, non-classroom tone to the meeting reinforced to the students

that they could speak freely without fear of punishment, judgment, or expectation. The students
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were eager for the traditional teacher/student roles to be reversed and the teachers to pose
questions.

The ninth grade English teacher, Jennifer, posed the question: “Do you gals [sic] think
that relational aggression happens here? | mean, do you see it, or feel it, in a real way at
school?” This question ended up as both the first and last question posed directly from the list of
questions the teachers had in front of them. As the girls answered, interrupting each other
multiple times, they brought up new topics and issues. In this way, the meeting became a
dynamic conversation rather than a question and answer session. The students inadvertently
addressed seven of the ten listed questions during the conversation, though no teacher asked the
questions verbatim.

After meeting with the students, | emailed each teacher a journal prompt which asked
them to reflect on their meeting with the middle school girls. | asked them if they had any
“preconceived notions or biases” going into the student panel meeting as well as what aspect of
the discussion “impact[ed” them or “inform[ed]” them in a meaningful way.

The fifth session with the action research team focused on reflecting on the student
meeting as well as beginning to discuss relational aggression intervention strategies. Once again,
the in-person reflection was designed to validate the journal data and for the teachers to learn
from each other’s perceptions of the student meeting. Peggy, the middle school science teacher,
asserted that hearing from the middle-schoolers, “truly changed how | saw my practices and
assumptions about what the girls were doing and feeling. | thought | had a pretty good feel for it,
but god, was | humbled.” Five of the nine teachers echoed the finding that the student-meeting
had reassured the worth of the action research group Another teacher, Dana, reinforced Peggy’s

statement by writing in her journal response,
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I can’t imagine discussing this topic now without having met with the students. They
brought up so many things that had never actually occurred to me. I look forward to
hearing from them about what they think we should do about it.

The second half of the fifth meeting focused on introducing the topic of teacher
intervention strategies. | posed the question, “Have you ever “intervened” (making air quotes) in
acts of relational aggression? Even if you’re not sure, do you think you might have? If so,
how?” Immediately following my segue, there was a brief (about 45 seconds) period of silence
while the teachers leaned back in their chairs, as if to physically disengage from the
conversation. Four teachers glanced down at their plates, while the remaining four teachers
(Erika, the eighth grade history teacher and Global Programs Director, was not present at the
meeting) looked at each other, waiting for someone else to respond first. Peggy was the first to
respond, leaned forward, and began by saying, “l don’t know if it’s intervening, but, | have
definitely tried to set up situations that prevent this mean social dynamics and exclusion.”

The passive posture and silence that ensued after | posed the intervention question, along
with Peggy’s response of, “I don’t know if it’s intervening,” suggests that the teachers were
uncomfortable talking about intervention when they had not been given any information on the
topic. They exhibited behavior that suggested their reticence to be “wrong” in the face of their
fellow teachers. Once Peggy shared her experience, the conversation haltingly began again with
another teacher affirming Peggy’s response, and then offering up her own experience with what
she “may consider intervention.” The teachers continued to use qualifiers including, “I don’t
know but,” and “I think I kind of intervened when...”. These qualifiers suggested the teachers’
discomfort and doubt about asserting their classroom actions/interventions with relational
aggression. For “homework,” | asked the teachers to “read, review & highlight (or make notes)”
regarding intervention literature that | would distribute to them. These studies included: Merrell

et al.’s (2006) “Relational aggression in children and adolescents: A review with implications for
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school settings,” Casey-Cannon et al.’s (2001) “Middle school girls’ reports of peer
victimization: Concerns, consequences, and implications,” Bauman & Del Rio’s (2006)
“Preservice teachers’ responses to bullying scenarios: Comparing physical, verbal, and relational
bullying,” Yoon et al.’s (2004) “Relational aggression in middle school: Educational
implications of developmental research,” and Crothers et al.’s (2006) “ Middle school students’
preferences for anti-bullying interventions.” | also asked them to be prepared to discuss the
studies at the next meeting and how they pertained to their experiences at Whirlwind.

In the sixth meeting, the teachers focused on examining the literature they had read over
the previous week. While most of them had not annotated the studies, they each had highlighted
sections that stood out them as either relevant to Whirlwind Academy, or passages on which they
had questions. A central topic they raised was the definition of “ intervention.” The visual arts
teacher, Tina, asked the question, “Is prevention the same as intervention?”” The math teacher,

Dina, followed up with the comment,

When | can’t handle it, and they are disrupting my little nest of a classroom, Get out!...I
am not dealing with that right now...I definitely do handle some of it, but if it’s during a
time when | can’t handle it, or out of my pay grade, | just send them to Tallie
(pseudonym for the school counselor. That’s a little hands off, but I don’t know if that is
still considered intervention.

The conversation began to shift focus from what the literature said about interventions, to what
the teachers thought worked, or would work, at Whirlwind to curb “the drama,” between girls (A
term the middle school girls coined to describe relational aggression.) While the specific
intervention strategies with which the teachers came up will be discussed later in the chapter, it is
important to note that the AR group never reached a consensus on the definition of relational

aggression intervention.
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The latter half of the meeting focused on creating questions for the next student-panel
meeting (Appendix G). Some of the questions the teachers proposed included: “What would be
some good things for teachers to keep in mind about girl social dynamics when they assign group
work or even arrange the seats in class? (Does being able to choose your own groups enhance or
alleviate drama)?” Another question was, “Do you think teachers/faculty recognize when
relational aggression is taking place? If so, how do you think they should handle it? If not,
would you want them to recognize and address it?” The teachers’ questions focused solely on
the teacher’s role in intervention. The central tenet of each question was students’ perception of
the teacher’s role in middle school relational aggression and what the students’ perspective on
effective vs. ineffective teacher intervention strategies.

The seventh and eighth meetings mirrored the previous student panel meeting and follow-
up discussion. Two of the middle school girls expressed gratitude to me for being included in the
study and one student said, “I’ve been looking forward to this meeting for weeks. There is so
much drama right now.” Another student built upon this and reinforced the vitality of the action
research group and student involvement: “We need to do this, like, weekly. But with all the girls.
They should know about what we’ve talked about.” The question and answer session quickly
evolved into an animated discussion. While none of the teachers took notes during the meeting,
there were six moments during which teachers said, “Wow,” or nodded in agreement to what the
students were saying. One teacher, Dana, noted at the end of the meeting that she liked this
meeting more than any of the others because it offered some tangible ideas of what she, herself,
could do, rather than being a solely theoretical discussion.

At the eighth and penultimate meeting, the teachers formed a list of findings from

listening to the students. This occupied most of hour-long meeting time, as the teachers struggled
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to distill everything the middle school girls had said into a list of six central findings. At the
close of the meeting, I introduced their final journal prompt (which | emailed to them later as

well). The final journal prompt asked the teachers:

Understanding yourself and the culture of [Whirlwind] and your students, how have you
either changed the way you intervene/address acts of relational aggression/relational
aggression among your students or anticipate changing your intervention strategies (if at
all)? How do you think that the discussions about relational aggression behaviors and/or
reading literature impacted your perspectives on these issues (if at all)? Please expand
and explain.

I geared the final meeting towards reviewing the journal responses and having the
teachers evaluate the action research process. The teachers reached two conclusions based upon
their journal responses:

1. They found that reading the seminal studies on the topics of relational aggression and
intervention helpful, but wished that sections had been pre-marked so that they knew
what aspects of the articles were important to read and understand.

2. They all agreed that hearing the students’ personal narratives had been the most
impactful to them in motivating change.

The findings expressed by the teachers regarding the action research process included the

consensus that:

I was doubtful at first that our meeting would ever go beyond talking about talking about
[sic] ideas. But I think why action research is different from some of the other
committees we’ve done here is that you actually change how you see things and do things
during the meeting process.

Each teacher expressed the sentiment that they found the action research process helpful because
it altered the way they perceived and reacted to their students during the course of the study. The
teachers also agreed that they enjoyed learning from each other; both getting to know other

teacher’s personal experiences in and out of the school, and other teachers’ practices with their
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students. Additionally, most of the nine teachers expressed their belief in the value of the action
research study for every middle school faculty member. I will discuss this finding further in

Chapter Five. Detailed meeting agendas are attached in Appendix H.

Summary of Findings

All teachers expressed value in the action research process to study middle school
relational aggression among girls. The teachers recognized that they began the action research
with limited knowledge of relational aggression and specifically, relational aggression at
Whirlwind Academy Additionally, the teachers reported that their own experiences with
relational aggression influenced their ability to distinguish bullying among their students. Also,
while their identifications of relational aggression expanded, their reactionary intervention
strategies did not. The teachers unanimously agreed that two aspects of the action research
impacted them the most: 1) hearing from the middle school girl panel and 2) hearing and
learning from their colleague’s perceptions and experiences.

The teachers’ identification of relational aggression behaviors expanded from assuming
the middle school girls’ behavior was normative and healthy to recognizing that many of the
behaviors they witnessed were in fact, relational aggression (as reported also by the students).
Additionally, the teachers identified cyber relational aggression, social exclusion, gossip, as the
primary (though not the only) relational aggression behaviors that affected Whirlwind middle
school girls.

The action researchers’ perceptions of and practices in regards to intervention strategies

also evolved. The teachers reported that they recognized the need for proactive intervention in
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relational aggression but found they were more comfortable setting up situations to prevent
relational aggression, rather than reactively intervening in relational aggression situations.

The teachers’ findings in regards to identifying and intervening in relational aggression
led to their revelations about their confidence. While the teachers reported an increase in their
confidence to identify relational aggression among their middle school girls, their confidence to
actually intervene in those situations did not increase. While they recognized the need for the
whole school culture to change in order to meaningfully prevent and intervene in relational
aggression, self-doubt and feeling underprepared still hindered the teachers’ own responsive
interventions. Related to this finding, they recommended further teacher training and activities or
study groups dedicated to changing Whirlwind’s school culture.

In the next chapter | examine the implications of these findings, make recommendations,
identify study limitations, and discuss future research possibilities at Whirlwind Academy and

the educational community.
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Chapter Five: Discussion, Implications and Recommendations

This study examined changes in teachers’ abilities to identify relational aggression

among middle school girls and to come up with effective strategies to intervene when needed.

The study also assessed teachers’ confidence levels that might help them to address relational

aggression. Five central findings emerged:

1)

2)

3)

4)

Teachers were “purposefully blind” to relational aggression behaviors among their
middle school girls, which prevented them from recognizing social behaviors happening
in front of them as bullying. This blindness was so ingrained in their perspectives that
they resisted any information that threatened to change how they identified relational
aggression.

The impetus to teachers’ blindness to relational aggression was their own personal
histories with it. The teachers’ own experience with bullying led them to understand the
phenomenon as only a normal and healthy part of girls’ maturation.

Conversations between the teachers and the middle school girls seemed to produce the
most change in the teachers. Through hearing the students’ first-hand accounts being
bullied, the teachers were able to recall their own middle school experiences. Then they
could make the connection between their own identity and the judgments they imposed
on their students. Above all other methodology, the teachers reported that it was the
collaboration with the students that stimulated the most significant change for the
teachers.

I found in today’s technological world that the girls felt that Cyber Bullying was the most

prevalent and the most hurtful type of bullying. Before being confronted with the
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students’ reality, the teachers had been unaware that online bullying even existed.
Because none of the teachers had personally experienced it, the teachers rightfully said
there was no way they could have known about it.

5) After three months, at the end of the study, the teachers were able to identify relational
aggression, but they still did not actively intervene in reaction to it. They still did not trust
there would be administrative support for them to intervene, thus they increasingly
worked towards preventing relational aggression, but did not increase their reactive

interventions.

What follows synthesizes the findings and discusses their implications for improving

school culture and needed research.

Discussion

Relational aggression Blindness

The first significant finding that emerged was the teachers’ purposeful blindness to
relational aggression among their middle school girls. This finding emerged from the teachers’
denial that relational aggression happened among their middle school girls. Instead, the teachers
considered their girls’ social behaviors as a normal and healthy part of growing up and

developing important socialization skills. As Jenny reported,

Girls will be girls will be girls. This is how they learn the rules of the game. In fact, it’s
just the beginning of the process. Look at the “Real Housewives.” Same shit forty years
later. If the girls don’t learn how to deal with each other and navigate it in middle school,
it’ll just hit them later in life.

Jenny pointed out that the teachers’ blindness was not motivated by apathy or malice. Instead,

they were blind to relational aggression because they saw the social behaviors as a means for the
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girls to develop useful life skills. Unfortunately, because the teachers wanted the best for their
girls, they were unable to identify when normal social behaviors crossed the line into bullying.

This blindness led the teachers to resist identifying relational aggression among their
middle-schoolers. Despite being provided with the definition of relational aggression and its
associated behaviors, they refused to recognize it happening in front of them. Though the
teachers read studies and observed their girls’ social behaviors, they still did not identify any of
the girls’ behaviors as bullying. In fact, the resistance to change incited contention among the
teachers. Some teachers struggled to redefine the behaviors they observed in their classrooms,
other teachers were quick to defend the students and challenge their colleagues.

It was important to understand the blindness because teachers resisted change. Their
blindness was so entrenched that they believed their girls’ were the exception to the rules; the
girls were too “nice” and “kind” to bully each other. Though the teachers had no intention of
enabling the girls’ harmful behaviors, they lacked knowledge of bullying and defended their

girls’ intentions, making them actively resist identifying these behaviors as relational aggression.

Self-reflection as a means of change

This blindness and resistance to change seemed impenetrable until the teachers met with
a panel of seven middle school girls. In two meetings with the girls, the teachers posed questions
and documented the girls’ first-hand accounts of the reality of relational aggression. These
personal narratives, marked by emotion and introspection, sparked a self-reflective process
among the teachers. The girls’ personal anecdotes of victimization and the pain of relational
aggression caused the teachers to reflect on their own experiences of relational aggression in

middle school. The teachers reported that hearing about the girls’ experiences made them
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viscerally recall their own social experiences and how those experiences impacted them. Tina, a

middle school art teacher, reported that,

Hearing from the girls brought me right back to being thirteen again. God, I lived that. |
remembered how awful it was. | say now that you couldn’t pay me enough to go back to
middle school, but it wasn’t really until [the girls] started talking about how awful some
of them are to each other, that | remembered why [I’d never go back].

This self-reflection process extended to teachers’ self-analyses of how their own personal
experiences translated into their practices as teachers. Specifically, the teachers recognized that a
fundamental reason why they had considered relational aggression as normal and healthy was
because they themselves had experienced it and was told it was “normal.”

The teachers’ self-reflection process inspired by their meeting with the girls made change
possible. Because teachers understood the role that relational aggression played in shaping them
as individuals and practitioners, they began to comprehend that their personal identity influenced
their judgments about their girls. Stated another way, the teachers identified with their girls’
relational aggression which led them to impose their own identity onto the girls: the teachers
themselves had been told bullying was an important rite of passage, therefore they automatically
considered it a healthy rite of passage for their students as well. In her final interview, Amy, the

middle school dean, reported:

I don’t know if this [study] would have been as effective, or even worthwhile at all, if we
hadn’t had a chance to consider our own biases, assumptions...and where they come
from. I know for me, it was hard to identify with why all the girls | see make such a big
deal out of all their “drama,” (as the middle school girls call it).... I realized it was
because | was always an athlete, always kind of socially oblivious, and had no problem
confronting or dealing with other girls. But then | also kind of realized that maybe | was
considered the mean popular girl. I don’t know if I would have ever seen things
differently or changed what I do or how I do it, if | hadn’t made that connection.
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Amy recognized that the student narratives enabled her to reflect on her own experience. She
(and the other teachers) subsequently made the connection between her self-identity and the
underlying assumptions that clouded her identification of relational aggression.

This self-reflective process, as a catalyst for change, was most evident with Cyber
Relational aggression. Once the students reported that cyber bullying was the most prevalent and
hurtful type of bullying, the teachers realized that their lack of exposure to it. Because they had
been unfamiliar with cyber relational aggression, it had been nearly impossible for them to bare
witness to it, let alone identify it as relational aggression. Cyber bullying was not a behavior that
these teachers had experienced as children, nor could they see it in the classroom. They had no
personal history to reference this type of bullying, which meant cyber relational aggression had
never been “on their radar.” Teachers recognized that they had not done something wrong by not
identifying cyber bullying, they then became open to changing their approach to assistance.

The teachers had always wanted the best for their students and had made judgments
based on their knowledge at the time. This new self-awareness helped unchain their past

practices from the potential to intervene.

Teacher’s changes: what they learned and how they changed

After their collaborations with the middle school girls, the teachers began to identify
relational aggression happening in front of them. Certain behaviors the teachers previously
assessed as “normal,” were now identified as relational aggression that required intervention.
Specifically, they recognized cliques, social exclusion, gossip and cyber relational aggression as
the problematic behaviors the girls exhibited. These new assessment skills emerged from the

students’ feedback in the meetings as well as from teachers redefining relational aggression.
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The teachers also acted differently as a result of identifying bullying. They reported
augmenting their relational aggression prevention practices, which included assigned seating and
choosing small group members for class work. These steps helped address relational aggression
in a way that felt comfortable and productive, by preventing it instead of reacting to it. The
teachers reported that their reactive interventions to relational aggression, in the form of triage,
had not changed. The teachers did not change their reactive interventions due to a lack of
confidence in their own ability to respond to the situation correctly, as well as fear that they

would not be supported by the administration. As Dana, the novice English teacher, revealed:

I don’t think 1I’m ready to intervene in the act [of bullying]. I’m not sure that I’ll do the
right thing and not actually just make things worse....[Also] I don’t really know what the
policy is. What are we supposed to do? | don’t really know where the school
[administration] stands on this. | mean, we kind of don’t usually call students on things
unless we can prove them. But is there even a process for intervention that the admin has
signed on to?

By the end of the three month study, the teachers still lacked confidence in their own abilities
and administrative support; these insecurities caused their reticence to actively intervene in

relational aggression, even when they knew they should.

Action Research as a means for change

The action research process, in and of itself, emerged as a factor towards change. This
process enabled the teachers to collaborate towards a common goal. In the course of this three
month study, the teachers met with each other nine times, read and discussed relational
aggression studies, observed their students, reflected on their observations through discussion
and journaling, collaborated with students, and put their knowledge into practice in their

classroom. This reflective and iterative practice enabled the teachers to work together towards
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reaching clarity about relational aggression among their girls and learn from each other’s points

of view and differing practices. As Melissa, an eighth grade history teacher recognized:

I think one of the things that I’ll take away with me...is how much this whole process has
affected me. | never got to talk to half the teachers who were in our group before [the
study]. I couldn’t have told you what they taught or how they taught it. Definitely not
their thoughts on relational aggression or how they deal with student issues. But I kind of
feel like I know everyone much better...[and] actually learned a lot from teachers | had
never talked to before. It’s important to learn from our colleagues and see yourself
through their eyes. We definitely got a bigger picture of the problem.

Action research facilitated collaboration between the teachers through which they were able to
learn, implement their findings, and have an opportunity to reflect on their changes in practice.
Because the teachers went through this process as a team, their changes stemmed from both the
new information presented to them as well as their colleagues’ various relational aggression
beliefs and practices. The action research enabled the teachers to disagree with each other and
the relational aggression literature in a productive way that stimulated learning.

Beyond teamwork, self-reflection is vital to action research. This study method created
opportunities for the teachers to explain their own practices, recognize the underlying reasons for
their practices, put change into effect and then self-assess the impact of those changes. This
transition from self-analysis, to change, and the subsequent reflection was novel to the teachers
and, as they admitted, stimulated meaningful change. According to the teachers, because they
personally invested in the study process, they felt connected to the findings and thus invested in

making changes.

The Challenges to Change

In order to affect change at any school or organization, educators can recognize the

challenges that impede meaningful and lasting progress. This teacher-led action research enquiry
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illuminated teachers’ personal obstacles to change as well as exposed several challenges that
Whirlwind, and any organization, faces in stimulating organizational growth.

Research upholds the teachers’ finding that many factors inhibit their ability to affect
sustainable change. Studies identify four important premises underlying the challenges to
organizational change: 1) There exists and inherent tension between “assimilating new
learning...and what has [already] been learned;” 2) Organizational learning involves many levels
of an organization including individuals, groups, and the organizational culture itself; 3)
Organizational learning involves social and psychological processes of “intuiting, interpreting,
integrating, and institutionalizing,” and; 4) “Cognition affects action (and vice versa)” (Crossan,
Lane, & White, 1999, p. 523). These influencing factors in change allude to the challenges that
may arise when any organization attempts to evolve.

The teachers in this study recognized these factors: 1) The teachers felt unprepared to
challenge the existent “learning” with new perspectives; 2) They felt isolated in their attempt to
change the relational aggression norm of the school community without buy-in from the school’s
other stakeholders; 3) While they (and the select student panel) had gone through psychological
processes of change, the rest of the school’s stakeholders had not; and finally, 4) Because most
of the teachers and administrators lacked cognizance of relational aggression, they could not
effectively act towards change.

Schools and organizations often embrace a failing status quo rather than face the
obstacles that oppose progress: Leaders end up managing existent practices rather than inspiring
growth, staff feels unsupported by their leadership and distrustful that their leaders will “back”
any innovation, and stakeholders resist change because they lack confidence that their change

will be supported and effective (Fink & Brayman, 2006). It is only when a whole school
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community approaches change together working towards a communal goal, that a school or

organization may overcome these challenges and implement meaningful and sustainable change.

Recommendations

The teachers’ self-reflective processes are important across professional
development/teacher training programs. Based on the impact of self-reflection, all professional
development/teacher training could include exercises that foster self-reflection. This is especially
true for programs geared towards teacher interventions in bullying, as bullying is an emotionally-
charged problem that is inherently subjective. However, designers of professional development
programs in any setting could use self-reflection as a tool for meaningful change. According to

existing research,

[There is a] connection between agency and psychological constructs of self-efficacy and
self-concept...[and] cannot be ignored in a discussion of identity. [There exists an]
inextricable link between the two—identity and agency....What may result from a
teacher’s realization of his or her identity, in performance...is a sense of agency, of
empowerment to move ideas forward, to reach goals or even to transform the context. It
Is apparent that a heightened awareness of one’s identity may lead to a strong sense of
agency” (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009, p. 183).

This connection between one’s self- identity and their actions is vital for teacher
training/professional development program creators to consider: because identity plays such a
significant role in an individual’s practice and performance, it can be incorporated into any
teacher training/professional development program.

Whirlwind Academy, or any school that considers altering its professional development
programs to include teachers’ self-reflection processes, can create “safe” spaces that enable trust
and authentic self-analyses. Humanizing teacher training programs and professional development

is vital to reach institutional goals. This study was relatively small, involving nine teachers and
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seven students. While this small size nurtured intimacy and trust, | acknowledge that many
teacher training and professional development programs cater to greater numbers of participants.
Therefore, the programs can incorporate elements of individual reflection time, small-group
opportunities for collaboration, and large group “share-outs” to communicate findings to the
participant group as a whole. In this model, the teacher training/professional development
encourages the value of the individual’s identity towards a communal goal.

In the case of Whirlwind Academy, the school can now develop professional
development programs that include self-reflective exercises. Teachers at this small school are
expected to “nurture...responsible, caring, well informed, ethical, prepared, and well balanced
young adults,” in accordance with their mission statement. However, as the teachers in this study
suggested, they had never self-reflected regarding their interpretation of that mission statement.
No administrator at the school had inquired about the teachers’ understanding of the school’s
mission, nor asked how they incorporated the mission of the school into their pedagogy.

The teachers felt they had not been recognized as stakeholders in working towards the
school’s mission. By incorporating teacher reflection in all their professional development
programs, rather than holding top-down professional development, the teachers will feel valued,
self-reflect about their own biases, and thus emotionally invest in the school’s goals. Whirlwind
Academy could promote this self-reflective practice to al/l the faculty and administrators; each
stakeholder within the school community can understand his/her unigue role in working towards
the school’s mission statement. While relational aggression is an important topic for the school

community to examine, it is just a starting point.
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Collaboration & Professional Development

Based on the efficacy of this study’s collaborative learning process, Whirlwind’s
administration and teachers can use collaborative learning across the classroom curriculum and
campus-wide problems. Research shows that when individuals collaborate on a common goal,
they innovate and address nuanced problems (Lawson, 2004). As Peggy, the middle school

science teacher reflected:

We never really talk with each other as a means of learning [at Whirlwind]. We have in-
services a lot, but I feel like this was really the first time | ever talked about the mission
statement of the school, and heard other teaches’ ideas about it too. Not only that, but we
have such different ways we do things and see things. But we really don’t learn from
each other normally...telling us what we should do and think just isn’t as valuable as
coming up with ideas together.

Though the teachers believed in the value of collaborative learning, they felt that Whirlwind did
not foster collaboration as a means for professional development. They wanted more
opportunities to learn from each other, both in their own departments and across disciplines.
While they have their students practice collaborative learning all the time in their own
classrooms, they realized that their own learning did not model the same process.

This finding provides an opportunity for Whirlwind’s administration to revamp their
traditional model of professional development. Instead of being told what to learn and how to
learn it, Whirlwind faculty can hear each other’s ideas and decipher a topic together. This
collaborative-learning model enables teachers to invest in whatever topic they study. Research
also endorses collaborative learning as effective for creating lasting and meaningful change

(Butler, Lauscher, Jarvis-Selinger, & Beckingham, 2004).
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Student Collaboration: Dispute Resolution & Advisory

The girls on the student panel agreed that they relished the opportunity to work with each
other and their teachers to solve a problem that affected so many girls. The girls expressed that
working with the teachers and each other empowered them, added to their knowledge, and made

them more empathetic. lzzy, an eighth grade girl, revealed:

I was so excited for [this second] meeting!...I’ve never done anything like this before. It’s
like they’re all these things and issues and problems going on with us, but no one ever
asks us about them. Or to help. Or even, like, what we think is going on and what the
school should do. It seems like this [collaborative process] is what we should be doing
with a lot of things.

Izzy’s statement reflected that working with teachers and each other made them feel like
a contributing member of their school community. Whirlwind may want to apply the girls’
success collaborating in this study to the areas of dispute resolution and advisory. These are two
fields that Whirlwind has approached in a traditional “top-down” method, with little success.
Currently, Whirlwind Academy has no conflict resolution program in place. Like most schools,
when a student “gets in trouble,” she is sent to the dean who decides the appropriate punishment.
Advisory at Whirlwind is also practiced in a traditional “top-down” approach: students meet with
a teacher once-a-week who leads an administratively prescribed activity.

One form of student collaboration that Whirlwind can embrace is peer mediation of
student disputes. Peer mediation, which emerged in the 1960’s, “focused on teaching all students
in a school the nature of conflict, how to use an integrative negotiation procedure, and how to
mediate peer conflicts” (Johnson & Johnson, 1996, p. 460). Peer mediation trains students in
conflict resolution and effective mediation; through this mediation program, students work

together to resolve their peers’ disputes. Research reinforces the value of “a cooperative context”
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for mediating conflict, that helps to “chang[e] the school structure from a mass-manufacturing to
a team-based, high-performance organizational structure” (Johnson & Johnson, 1996, p. 461).

This type of conflict resolution appears tailor-made for Whirlwind students who are well-
practiced in classroom small group work. By failing to use cooperation, a practice with which
students are already familiar in the classroom, Whirlwind may miss a tremendous skill-building
opportunity. The students are the primary stakeholders in conflict resolution, yet have little
influence. Whirlwind has the chance to use students’ skills to resolve conflicts and allow them to
model positive behaviors and be accountable to their peers. This modeling and conflict resolution
may additionally develop valuable leadership skills.

Students can also mediate bullying through advisory programs. At the conclusion of this
study, the girls asked if they could lead advisory sessions to facilitate middle-school wide
examination of relational aggression. The girls wanted to lead discussions with their peers so that
fellow girls had an opportunity to discuss the problem. Emmy, an eighth grade girl noted, “We
(the middle school girls) should definitely lead an advisory about [relational aggression]. It’s,
like, drama that affects all of us every day. But we never talk about it together. That would be so
great.” The implications of Emmy’s comments are significant: currently, the middle school girls
feel they have no safe place to mediate their problems with each other. They viewed advisory as
a structured time during the normal school week to mentor other girls.

After the study concluded the eighth grade girls planned an advisory session with the
seventh grade girls. In small groups, the girls from the study led discussions about relational
aggression with their younger peers. Upon completion of these advisory sessions, the eighth and
seventh grade girls expressed their enthusiasm for collaborative session. All the girls reported the

dialogue as “informative,” “helpful,” and “honest,” which led them to feel empowered and
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valued. This student-led advisory demonstrated that peer advisory sessions, if maintained, can

become a productive part of the school.

Building Consensus

One of the ways that teachers changed during the course of the study was realizing the
importance of “getting things out on the table.” As the study progressed, the teachers became
more comfortable with necessary argumentation. Though they frequently disagreed with each
other’s opinions, these disagreements helped build relational aggression consensus. By
discussing doubts that they otherwise would not have vocalized, the teachers built consensual
identifications of relational aggression. In order for the teachers to build agreement about the
problem they had to contend with each other’s differing points of views. As one teacher

reflected,

We definitely didn’t always agree with each other or the articles we initially read. But |
actually think that, by the end, we’d all gotten on the same page together. Not that we
agree on everything, but...it was nice to get to a place that we understood each other and
kind of establish how we each can play our own role in dealing with relational
aggression.

The teacher acknowledged that though they vocalized their doubts, the argumentation never
dissuaded them from working towards their common goal. The teachers found that several of the
initial discussions were uncomfortable, but the contentious tone enabled them to be authentic
with each other and build their identifications of relational aggression together.

Whirlwind currently offers professional development in which the teachers passively
learn the information and are discouraged from voicing doubt. Whirlwind may want to
recognize the teachers’ success working though their doubts and offer professional development
programs that encourage teachers to vocalize their concerns. The more teachers express their

authentic points of view, the better the chance they will change their practice in a lasting way
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(Butler et al., 2004). This may be an uncomfortable process, but teachers’ disagreement with

each other often leads to genuine consensus and change.

Student Participation

The girls involved in the teachers’ action research study instigated the teachers’ change.
As a progressive institution, Whirlwind can now recognize students’ ability to incite change
through inviting them to participate in all teacher training/professional development programs. In
order for the teachers to understand the students’ problems, it is important that the students
vocalize their experience. Just as with relational aggression, teachers cannot identify a problem
they do not see in front of them. By including students in teacher training, the students define the
problems and instigate teacher change. The students’ academic and personal success is the goal
of any teacher education, therefore it is vital that the teachers hear the students’ needs, so they
can better understand their realities (Guskey, 2002). Students may collaborate with teachers on
issues including teacher hiring, curriculum design, and on-going course evaluation. Regardless of
the professional development focus, the students are the school’s primary stakeholders, thus their
voices add dimension to any problem the teachers study. Without students’ involvement in
teacher training, the teachers may not recognize what is happening right before them.

Through student inclusion in teacher training, Whirlwind Academy can also enhance
students’ sense of self-efficacy and worth. Student collaboration in teacher training develops
students’ skills beyond their academic performance. In an email after the initial student-teacher
meeting, one middle school girl sent an email saying, “I can’t wait for the next meeting!
[Relational aggression] is such a problem and | feel like | can make a difference. Thank you for
listening to us!” This email affirmed the validation she felt working with the teachers to solve a
problem. By encouraging students to vocalize their thoughts, manage their time, and work side-
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by-side with the teachers, Whirlwind can develop students’ interpersonal and leadership skills.
So often students’ abilities are measured by their classroom performance, but by enabling them
to thrive in other ways, a student may achieve personal success beyond academics. lzzy related

the impact of her participation:

I didn’t actually think that | had anything to say [to the teachers]. But I think that I’d
never really had a chance to tell what I think...l was surprised that | was asked to
join....but I realized that the teachers were actually listening to what we were
saying...It’s easy to kind of not talk in class, but here [in this study] I felt kind of like the
expert and the teachers were the students. I’m usually really quiet. But | kind of surprised
myself by having a lot to say.

Izzy’s self-analysis exposed the potential for Whirlwind to build students’ skills beyond the
classroom. If student academic and personal success is the goal of Whirlwind (as the mission
statement professes) and al/ schools, involving them in teacher training/professional

development is a means to facilitate their personal fulfillment and achievement.

Systemic & Cultural Change

The teachers recognized the need for systemic and cultural change at the school. They
reported that they longed for the whole school to “get on the same page” regarding student
relational aggression. Their feelings of isolation and lack of support by the school community
made them doubt their ability to change the culture of bullying. Whirlwind may address the
teachers’ need for support by involving all the stakeholders in the school community. Parents
have a role to play by actively supporting training for all of the school staff and students in how
to recognize and handle bullying. Smith (2004) shows us that organizational cultures change
very slowly and these changes last only with consistent support. In the case of Whirlwind, the
school leadership and parent advocates have the opportunity to embark on this process of change

together through creating an anti-bullying policy to be published in the administrative and

98



parent/student handbook. Additionally, parents, students, teachers, and administrators could
collaborate to examine the problem of relational aggression at Whirlwind and develop strategies
to prevent and intervene in relational aggression—not just on the school campus, but when the
students are online, at home, or at off-campus events.

The teachers’ confidence to intervene in relational aggression is dependent upon feeling
supported by the administration. Amy, the middle school dean, pointed out the role that

Whirlwind administrators could play in the whole-school approach to problem-solving:

We need to develop a program for the teachers to hear directly from their administrators
about expectations around classroom behavior, culture, and intervention...Relational
aggression doesn’t just happen in their world, everyone in their world and our school can
condone it or stop it.

Whirlwind administrators can support the teachers by establishing a school-wide policy on
bullying. This is an opportunity for the school to take an explicit stance on the problem that
encourages teachers to intervene. When the teachers feel confident that the Whirlwind
administration endorses their endeavor to change relational aggression, they will actively change
their interventions.

The whole-school approach to bullying suggests that administrators, teachers, and parents
recognize students as a part of an interdependent system. This approach challenges the efficacy
of “pre-packaged, “ready-made” intervention programs. These bullying intervention programs
are externally created and then delivered for implementation at a school site. Due to the
complexity of each school’s culture, individuals, and challenges, “pre-packaged” intervention
programs do not consider a particular school’s unique needs. Instead, effective intervention
programs (geared towards any problem) could be home-grown by all relevant stake-holders.
Intervention programs, such as action research or other collaborative enquiries, can incorporate

the unique needs and nuances of the particular school culture. Intervention cannot be a one-size-
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fits-all model. Because Whirlwind’s students, teachers, parents and administrators can create an

intervention program that is tailor-made, they will invest in making it work.

Study Limitations

There are three limitations in this study that may be considered. This action research
study was conducted at one school with a small number of teachers and students. It may be a
reach to assume that the findings from this sample are representative of the majority of middle
school teachers and girls. This small group of teachers and students enabled significant
participation by each member of the study and a robust understanding of each teacher and
student’s personal changes. However, the conclusion that they are indicative of the middle
school faculty and students as a whole is tentative.

Additionally, all the teachers in this study were female. Neither their gender breakdown
nor their perspectives as female teachers were representative of the middle school faculty as a
whole (which included 25 male teachers). The all-female participant group may also be seen as
problematic because it is doubtful that male teachers would have experienced the same memories
of and identifications with relational aggression as the women did. The findings that suggest that
teachers assume relational aggression is “normal” because they experienced it themselves as
adolectents may not be applicable to male teachers. The inability to apply the female teachers’
findings to male teachers suggests a need for further research.

Lastly, the duration of this study was a brief three month period. While the study was
intensive and employed a variety of methods, a three month period of time may not have been
indicative of the teachers’ true changes. Since the data collection ended at the conclusion of the

study (in early April), any change in the teachers’ intervention practices after that period of time
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were not recorded. It may have been beneficial to implement this action research study over the
course of a whole academic year to assess whether, with more time to practice interventions, the

teachers would have changed their reactive intervention behaviors.

Implications for Further Study

Nevertheless, the evidence from this study is strong and implies the need for additional
research. While this action research examined teachers’ change and used student involvement as
a means to educate the teachers, the benefits of the collaborative process need further analysis. In
so far as research exists regarding peer collaboration and teacher collaboration, few studies
examine the efficacy of teacher/student collaboration as part of teacher training or professional
development.

Further research can be done regarding how teachers make assumptions and judgments
based on their own experiences and identities. While the existent literature is vast regarding
teachers’ pedagogical approaches to teaching, little is known about how teachers’ personal
histories affect their assumptions and judgments regarding their students. In other words, we
know little about how teachers’ own experiences as children and adolescents influence how they
perceive and make decisions about their students’ realities.

Lastly, the role of teachers’ gender in relational aggression identification and intervention
can be further examined. While this study aimed to asses teachers’ changing interventions for
relational aggression among middle school girls, the lack of male teachers who volunteered to
take part in the study was striking. Compounding this phenomenon, the girls in the student panel
frequently alluded to how their male teachers reacted to relational aggression and girls’ emotions

in general, as opposed to how they perceived their female teachers’ reactions. This theme
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suggests the need for continued examination of the role of gender in teacher bullying

intervention.
Closing Remarks

In 2011 approximately 28% of 12-18 year old students reported being bullied at school.
Another 9% of 12-18 year-olds reported experiencing online bullying
(http://www.meganmeierfoundation.org/statistics.html). The organization that cites these
statistics was founded by Tina Meier to honor her daughter, Megan. Megan’s story has
unfortunately become representative of a familiar narrative in the past decade: In 2007, the 13
year-old committed suicide by hanging herself after being socially bullied on the website
MySpace. Buzzfeed.com, a topical online news source, further illustrated this societal epidemic.
As of September 11", 2013. nine teenagers had committed suicide in the course of that year.
Their deaths were attributed to cyber relational aggression on ask.fm, a social networking site (“9
Teenage Suicides In The Last Year Were Linked To Cyber-Bullying On Social Network

Ask.fm,” n.d.).

Until recently, academic research had largely ignored intervention strategies for this type
of bullying (Merrell et al., 2006; Wang et al., 2009). And at the time of this study, no research

had been conducted on how teachers may play a role in stemming cyber relational aggression.

This study found several psychological processes at work that act as obstacles to effective
teacher intervention in their students’ relational aggression. The teachers’ reticence to identify
the problem was rooted in their own experiences with it. They had to recognize how their

personal histories impacted their practices as teachers before they were able to change. As a
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result of this self-assessment process, the teachers worked towards being a proactive solution to

relational aggression.

Relational aggression is growing more pervasive, covert, and hurtful as the primary
venue for it moves online. Teachers, administrators, parents, and students may examine and

intervene in this burgeoning problem together. As one student reflected,

The thing about this [relational aggression], especially when girls do it online, is that you
feel so alone. Like no one in the world is your friend anymore. And no one gets how
awful it is. And if your friends aren’t talking to you, than there’s no one to talk about it
with. And it’s not like in school, if you’re stressed out about not doing well in a class,
you can see a tutor. There’s no way to solve it, cuz no one either knows that it’s going on
or they just don’t know what to do about it.

The girls’ hopelessness while facing relational aggression necessitates teacher intervention. They
battle it alone and believe that no one cares enough to come to their aid. But the teachers cannot
change what they cannot see. The students need their whole-school community to unify in their

goal to eliminate relational aggression and them feel protected.
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Post-Script

The teachers’ action research study yielded several changes at Whirlwind Academy by
the end of the 2013-2014 academic year, and planned changes for the 2014-2015 school year. By
the conclusion of the study, the seven middle school girls had taken it upon themselves to plan
and implement an advisory period for the eighth grade girls to mentor the seventh grade girls on
the topic of friendships and relational aggression. They also successfully petitioned the middle
school dean of students to plan a similar student-led advisory session in the 2014-2015 school
year. The eighth-grade girls (who will be ninth graders during 2014-2015) plan to meet with and
train the new eighth grade girls in how to lead the relational aggression-focused advisory
sessions.

Additionally, the teachers who took part in this action research have asked the
administration to schedule a full-faculty in-service day dedicated to the topic of inclusivity. As
part of that in-service/professional development, the teachers plan to lead a session focused on
the topic of relational aggression on campus. They hope to follow the same model of the action
research they conducted and have their colleagues read relational aggression studies, self-reflect
on their own experiences with relational aggression (both as individuals and practitioners), and
hear from the students regarding the students’ perceptions of relational aggression. The teachers
hope to then facilitate another action research study over the course of the 2014-2015 academic
year, dedicated to assessing relational aggression among all the students and teachers at
Whirlwind, not solely middle school girls. The teachers also anticipate including male teachers

in their study. The teachers’ fundamental aim is to discuss the “undiscussables,” with their

104



colleagues and shed light on relational aggression and other school-culture problems that

otherwise remain shrouded.
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List of Appendices

Appendix A: Middle School Bullying Survey

Bullying Survey

Thank you for taking the ime to il out this sunvey on bulying. Yol resporses will help U to undesstand the Issues of bulying at Windward and
how we: £an best messt the neags of our Middie School students. Your responses are 100% anomymous and can In no way be inke back o you, nor
will anyone get In trouble for a response. Piease iy to be as honest and thoughtful 36 possible.

1. Bullying is defined as the use of one's strength or popularity to injure, threaten, isolate,
or embarrass another person on purpose. Bullying can be physical, verbal, or social. It is
not bullying when two students who are about the same in strength or populanty have a

fight or argument.

Using the above definition of Bullying, please read and answer the following questions:
L =r=y once or Twice About once per week Gaveral imes a week

During the course of a & L] & ()
typical monih (30 days), |

mysEl have In same way

been bullled at school:

During the course of @

I 0 @ O O
have In some way bullled

anoiher student at schoal:

2. Physical Bullying involves hitting, kicking, shoving, or otherwise aggressively touching
someone weaker on purpose.

Using the above definition of Physical Bullying, please read and answer the following
questions:
Hewver Once or Twlce About once per week ‘Several imes a week

During the course of 3 O D D {:}
typical month (30 days), |

MysaIT have been

physically bules or

threatened with physical

Bullying at school:

During the courss of a ) () () {3
typical month (30 days), |

have physically bullled or

threatened io physically

bully another stugent at

schoot

106



Bullying Survey

Verbal Bullying

3. Verbal bullying involves teasing, putting down, intimidating or insulting someone on
purpose with words. It may include face-to-face verbal insults, face-to-face name calling, or
ridiculing or making fun of someone with words or sounds.

Using the above definition of Verhal Bullying, please read and answer the following

questions:
Hever Onee or Twica About oncs per wesk Several imes 3 week

Durig the courss of 3 O O D O
typical month (30 days), |

have been vessalty bulked

at schoat:

ey e e o O ® O

typical month (30 days), 1
have verbally buillad
anoiher student at schoot

Social Bullying

4, Social Bullying involves harming others through purposeful damaging of their
friendships and relationships with their peers. It is often secretive and hard to see. Social
bullying may invelve social exclusion, purposeful ignoring, eye-rolling, gossiping, behind-
the-back name calling, cliques that exclude others, rumor spreading, someone saying
something mean then pretending they were joking, or purposeful betrayal of secrets.

Using the above definition of Social Bullying, please read and answer the following
questions:

Mewer Once or Twice About once per week Several times 3 week
During e course of 3 O D D O
typical month (30 days), 1
have been socially bullled
al sehoot:

During the course of a ) ) &) (7}
typical monh (30 diays), |

have socially bullied

another student &t schoat
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Bullying Survey

5. Cyber Bullying involves using technology (cell phone, email, internet chat and posting,
etc.) to tease or put down someone. It may involve sending mean-spirited or hurtful text
messages, using social media to spread rumors, using social media to gossip, posting
hurtful or damaging images via technology, or purposefully ignoring someone via
technology (not responding to another student’s chats, postings, messages).

Using the above definition of Cyber Bullying, please read and answer the following
questions:

Newer once or Twice About once per week ‘Several tmes a week
During the course of a () ) [ &
typical month (30 days), 1
have bean cyber bullied at
Echool OF while at home:

During the course of O D D O
typical month (30 days), |

have cyoes bullled another

slident 3t schoal OR whlle

al home:

Bullying Actions & Behaviors

6. If you were bullied in any way, did you tell anyone that you were bullied in the past 30
days while at school?

O I have not been bullad
(") 1 have been bulliea. but | have NOT toid anyone

O | ave been bullled, and | told someone

7. The following guestions have to do with your perceptions ahout how often bullying
happens in general at your school.

In your experience, please rate how often each type of bullying occurs between students
at school (or outside of school for cyber bullying) during the course of a typical month (30
days).

PRysical butying | ) & @
vierbal bullying ) ) 3 (3
Sacla bullying O D D O
Cyoer buying ) 2 ] -

At this School....
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Bullying Survey

8. Read each of the following statements carefully, and rate how much you agree or
disagree with each statement:

Strengly dsagree
It ancihes student was D
bullying me In any way, |

would 12l ana of the

a sehosi.

Priysical bullying 15 3
probiem at this school.
Verba bulying Is 3
prodiem at this school
Social bulying Is 3
probiem at this school.
Cyber builying |6 3 probiem
at this school.
Ciques and social
exciusion are common at
this school.

Students Here....

9. Read each of the following statements carefully, and rate how much you agree or
disagree with each statement:
Strongly agres Agres Neutral Disagree Stongly disagree

P O O O O

regarding their ciothing or

phySical appearance.

e O O O O O
regarding thelr ACADEMIC

parfonmance.

Ssaeis S O O Q O
regarding thelr ATHLETIC

perforrance.

SHugEnts Rere aten get O ) 2k £ )
sy

S & () & & .

Agres Sirongly agree

O O @)

of
f

& DS Bl
@ &6 @Fd
@ @f@ Saa
B @aa aad
Qxty QRLY Q)

Demographics
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Bullying Survey

10. 1 am a:

() maate
() Femae

11. | currently am in:
D T Grade
() et crage

12. | have told the truth, as best | am able, on this survey
() es
()
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Appendix B: Pre & Post Study Relational aggression Teacher Survey

Behavior Classification

1. How do you classify the following behaviors?
*In the choices below, “bullying” is defined as an act of purposeful intimidation in which a
student/students demonstrate(s) superiority or influence over another student.
Just Mormal Behavior
gs) o May/Possitty be bullying Bulying LUngure

=oetal Exciusion " " s r
Purposeful Ignofng r c a .
Eye-nolling T c r T
CGossiping © ke 5 &
Verbal Wmf“’“‘ " e s i
priysical)

Vierbal Intimidation = = c s
Physical Intimidation = = L= r
Gestures (Intended o

Infimidate or offend)

Ridcule " " e

Saying something mean . "~ r©

then prefending they were

Toking”

Bahing-the-hiack name r c e i
calling

To-he-face name calling = & L =
Sent Treatment = = c e
Teasing C e e r©
CHiques (ihat exciude O e " "
DinerE)

mm r e r r
“On again-of again® o e [ -
Trendships

Bedrayal of confidences e = c s
Lising social r e e

mesumsmedia io post

huriful messEages

Sending drect hurifal C c 2 r
MEGE0RE Vi mobile

device or compubar

Priysical Aggression r € e

Face tn-face verhal Insults c = c

Behavior Observaton
Page 1
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2. Please rate how often you witness the following behaviors among your female students

{Please check one box per row)

FRarety (1-3 imes per  Sometimes (4-5 tmes  Frequently [T+ times
school year) per schoal year) per school year)

Social Exciusion

Purposeful lgniaing

Eye-rolling

Gossiping

‘Vertial Manipuiation {non-

priysical)

Verbal Imtimidation

Priysical Intimidatron

Gestures {Imended to
Infimidate or ofend)

Ridlcule

Saying something mean
then pretending they were
Joikding”
EBshing-he-back name
calling

To-he-faca name calling
Sient Treatment
Teasing
(Cliques [that excude
oihers)

Rumcr-spraading

"On again-of again”
friendships

Betrayal of confidences

Lising social
medumsmeda io post
hurthul messages
Zanding drect hurtul
MEeEE0SE via mobile
davice or computar
Physical Aggression

Face-ipface varbal Insults

Behavior Intervention Needed

oL OELOOOOOUOR Y OO OUORICLION] |
QU OFCOORCOR OIOUIONSY O F-O0 08 000 ]
SENNE 80 30 e886 CENELE0Ee 888
S ONNE e 6 asee aEEtetaesd 8006
OO0 O OO0 QO 0000 O 00 000 00000 §
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3. Please rate how often you believe intervention is necessary for the following behaviors.
For this question, “intervention® is defined as a purposeful interference in the behaviors of
your students with the goal of altering the subsequent behaviors.

{Please check one box per row)

Social Exclusion

Purposeful ignoring
Eye-miiing
GosEIping

Viertial Manipuiation (non-
priysacal)

Vertial Imtimidation
Phiysical Infimidation
Gestures {Imended o
Intimidate or offend)
Riflcule

Saying something mean
hen pretending they were
Toking”
BshingHhe-back name
calling
To-he-face name calling
Sient Treatment
Teasing
Cihques (that exciude
i)

Fumor-spreading

“0n again-off again”
Thendships
Betrayal of confidences
Lisirg social
mesumsimeda io post
ol MeEEa0eE
Sending drect hurtful
mesEages via mobile
device or compubar
Priysical Aggression
Face-in-face vernal Insults

Rarety [1-3 fimes per  Sometimes (45 tmes Frequenty [7+ times
schoal year) perschoolyear) perschoc year)

C0o C OO0 OO 000D O 00 000 CCOOC §
@EEES 66 96 edde GcEEbGEEd S GG dEd
OO0 © OO0 OO0 0000 O 00 000 CCOCO i

SIGERG @8 98] 9908 CENEGETAD 208 ES
GRS G8 88 f@es OENEesen @86 88
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4. Please rate how often you have actually intervened to address the following behaviors
in your classroom in the past year.

For this question, “intervene® is defined as a purposeful interfering in the behaviors of
your students with the goal of altering the subsequent behaviors.

Mote: Teachers may intervene in some instances and not others for a variety of reasons.

(Please check one box per row)

Rarely (1-3 imes per  Sometimes (4-5 imes  Frequently (7+ times
schoal yean) per school year) per senoch year)

Social Exdiusion

Purposeful ignodng

Eye-rolling

Gossiping

Vierbal Manipuiation (nos-
physical)

vierbal Imtimidation
Priysical intimidation

Geshures (Imended ip
Infimidate or offend)

Fidicule
Saying something mean

tnen presending thay were
Joking"

Bahing-he-hack name
calling

To-he-face name calling
Slent Treatment
Teasing

Cliques (that exciude
oifers)
Fumor-spreading

“On again-off again”
Triendships
Betrayal of confidences
Lksing social
mefiursimedia io post
hurtful MEssages.
Sending drect hurtful
messanes via mobile
device OF compuber
Phiyelcal Aggression
Face-ip-face warnal Insuls

Q0O C© QO CC 000D O 00 OO0 CCoCC |
o0 © 00O GO 0000 O 00 000 CCOCO
OO0 C 00 CO 0000 O OO0 000 OCOOO

FOEE 06 €6 G09S ISR 30006
oo o 00O GO 0000 O 00 0O SO0
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The following senes of questions (5 & 8) ask about ways that you may have tned io intervene when you have obsenved
these behaviors among your middle school female studenis.

5. Please rate how frequently you have employed the following intervention strategies in
instances of aggressive behaviors between or among female students in the past year.
For the purpose of this question, “aggressive” is defined as offensive, malicious, or
threatening.

(Please check one box per row)
FRarety (1-3 imes per  Sometimes (4-5 imes  Frequently [7+ times
schoal year) per schoal year) per shool year)
| typically dor't ged
Irrwalved
‘Vertaly confront aggressor
{in front of othess)
‘Viertaly confront a0grassar
{in peate)
Confront victim {In front of
oifers)
Confront vicim {in private)

Refer aggresson i
counselor

Refer wicm o counsei or

Confront ictim & aggressor
ogether

Spaak i counseior withoot
VICHIM O S00VEES0s
Knowledge

Calliemailior pierwise
contact the aggressors
parentiguaran(s)
Calliemaliior oihenwise
contact the vicim's
parentiguardan(s)

Oiher (piease spedty)

eflle sfes acle sls &
elle afloereale oke o
aie eofcerachs ale o
cfile eleeacle efe 8
O O O00D0O0 000D OCE
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6. How effective do you consider the following intervention strategies when employed in
instances of hullying between students?

(For the purpose of this question, “effective® is defined as altering the behavior as you
intended. “Bullying® is defined as an act of purposeful intimidation in which a
student/students demonstrate(s) superiority or influence over another student.) “Bullying®
may be either a physical or nonphysical act.

(Please check one box per row)

MNever effeciive Raredy effeciive Somelimes affective Always effective
Mo Intenmention
Vesbaly corront aggressor
{in front of others)
Vierbaly confront aggressor
{in private)
Confront victim {Im front of
oihers)
Confront vicim {in private)

Refer aggressr o
COUnSEion

Refer wichm o counseior

Confront Victim & agoressor
iogether

Spealk io counseior withou
ViCIm or S0Qress0rs
Inowedge

Call'ermnailior pihenwise
conitact the aggressor's
parent/quardan (s}
Calliemnailior pihenwise
comact the vicllm's
parentguardian (s)

Oiner (please spety)

Overt & Covert Agression

The foliowing gqueshions (7-8) have to do with how confident you feel about overt and covert aggression in middle school
female students. For the purpose of these guesfions, please consider subtle or covert behaviors that are intended to
inflict harm by deliberate manipulation of a student's peer relationships or sodal standing.

(] O] ol ol ol oL
() O] O0 o0 o4 o0
ellle ulfecisecls cfae
O o) ol 0O ol 00
O O O 0000 O 0O OO
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7. How confident do you feel IDENTIFYING acts of social intimidation/aggression among
your girl students?

(Please check one box)
() Mot conndent
Omwommem
Oma'rl

[ very Comoent

8. How confident do you feel about INTERVENING when you ohserve acts of social

intimidation/aggression taking place among middle school female students? (Please
check one box)

() Mot Confdent
() Fairty conndent

O Confident

O Very Confident

9. Do you feel that you have the knowledge to effectively intervene with social
intimidation/aggression among your students? (Please check only one box)

O ABECILIE!Y N KN edge/sls
() umited nowieagesskitis
) sumsient nowegerskiis
D AT RN Ege el

() unare
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Appendix C: Journal Prompts

Journal Prompt #1

Please reflect on how reading and discussing the seminal studies affected your identification of
relational aggression among your middle school girl students.

Specifically, was there anything that we read or discussed that changed the behaviors you
identify as relational aggression?

Do you regard social behaviors you may have witnessed previously differently now than you did
prior to reading and discussing the studies?

Please offer your reflections.

Journal Prompt #2

How did the meeting with the middle school girls change, if at all, your identification of
relational aggression?

Did you feel the meeting was a successful method for increasing your knowledge of relational
aggression among your students?

If so, why? If not, why not? Please specifically note any specific elements of their feedback that
you felt were particularly important and/or impactful?

Journal Prompt #3

Journal Prompt: Understanding yourself and the culture of Whirlwind and your students, how do
you personally think you would intervene/address acts of relational aggression/relational
aggression among your students (if at all?)

Do you think that having discussed relational aggression and hearing about relational aggression
behaviors, or reading literature about intervention strategies, has impacted how (or if ) you
address these type of socially manipulative behaviors among your students?

How do you think the students’ feedback has impacted your changes, if at all?

Please expand and explain as you see fit.
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Appendix D: Teacher Interview Protocol

1. How do you think your understanding of relational aggression has changed since finishing
the study?
a. What behaviors, if any, do you now identify as relational aggression that you
previously did not consider to be?
b. What elements of the action research contributed most to your change in the
behaviors you now regard as relational aggression?
c. Have you witnessed any relational aggression among your girls since beginning
the study? If so, what are they?
d. If you witnessed relational aggression behaviors, did you feel confident in your
identification of them as acts of relational aggression?
i. How do you perceive your confidence to identify relational aggression has
changed, if at all?
e. Do you recognize more/fewer relational aggression behaviors among your
students than you did previous to the study?
i. What are the most frequent relational aggression behaviors you now
witness among your students?
2. How do you think your understanding of relational aggression intervention has changed
since finishing the study?
a. Inwhat ways did the study facilitate learning about intervention strategies that
you had previously not considered or tried?
b. What are the interventions that the study made you consider?
i. Have you implemented, or tried any of the intervention strategies since
beginning the study?
1. Which interventions have you employed?
2. If you have not attempted intervention, what are the reasons you
have not? (Lack of confidence? Lack of witnessing bullying
behaviors?)

a. If so, what specifically? Explain the scenario.
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c. How do you think hearing from the students impacted your understanding of
effective relational aggression intervention?
ii. Specifically, what was it that the students said/revealed that resonated with
you?
How do you think your confidence level to identify and intervene in relational aggression
among your middle school girl students has changed (if at all) since finishing the study?
a. Which aspect of the reflection group was most influential in changing, if at all,
your confidence levels? (Reading the literature? Discussing the literature?
Hearing from the students? Asking questions?)
Reflecting on the action research group, discuss how this process has impacted the way
you identify and address student conflict and student dynamics in general?
. What do you think this action research reflection process would look like if we made it
accessible to the students regarding conflict or discipline issues?
How do you think that this study has affected or has the ability to affect the culture at this
school site?
How you feel that this action research reflection group affected you, or will affect you, as
an educator?
a. Was it useful? Not useful?
i. Were there any aspects of the study that you felt were more
useful/impactful than others?
1. If so, what were they and why?
Do you think this type of study would be useful at other middle school campuses?
a. Ifso, why?
b. If not, why not?

Looking back, is there anything else you would like to share about this reflection process?
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Appendix E: Action Research Overview

Duration |

Homework
Assignment

Meeting
Theme

Objective(s) Participants Meeting

Content

Introductions Establishing (9) Middle Pre-survey  Article 60
trust, group School review minutes
norms, process Teachers
overview,

Introductions

Relational Define relational  (9) Middle Review Journal 60

aggression aggression, School studiesand  prompt minutes

Behavior review pre-study  Teachers teacher (see

Identification survey findings feedback Appendix

and notes C)

Reflection(s) Connecting (9) Middle Review of  Observe 60
research and School journal girls social  minutes
practice, Student  Teachers responses,  behaviors in
panel question discussion  class
development

Student Panel;  Panel exercise (9) Middle Teacher Journal 60

Relational with student School developed  prompt minutes

aggression participants Teachers questions (see

Behavior (7) Middle Appendix

school D)
female
students

Reflection(s) Il Validate (9) Middle Review of  Atrticle 60

and perceptions of School journal review minutes

Introductionto  relational Teachers responses,

Relational aggression discussion

aggression behaviors

Intervention

Intervention Literature (9) Middle Articles, Email 60
review, School teacher additional minutes
connecting Teachers notes questions to
literature and pose to
potential student
practice, student panel
panel Il question
development

Student Panel;  Panel exercise (9) Middle Teacher Write down 60

Intervention with student School questions notes minutes

Preferences participants Teachers regarding

(7) Middle student
school feedback
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Intervention

Action
Research

9 Process

Review and
validate

perceptions on

intervention

Review and
reflect on
process

female
students
(9) Middle
School
Teachers

(9) Middle
School
Teachers

122

Reflections
on panel
themes and
findings

Review of
journal
responses,
final
reflections

Journal
prompt
(see
Appendix
E)

60
minutes

60
minutes



Appendix F: Student Panel Questions #1-Relational aggression Identification

1)

2)

3)
4)

5)

6)

7)

8)

9)

What are your personal goals with participating in this study group? What do you hope
comes of this?

What do you consider the definition of relational aggression to be (specific to your
experiences of Windward)?

What behaviors do you regard as being relational aggression behaviors?
Are there some relational aggression behaviors that happen more frequently than others?

Avre there places or times of day that relational aggression happens most frequently about
which we should be aware (i.e. lunch time, CTL, in class, etc.)

Do you feel that faculty/teachers recognize relational aggression when it happens? (Do
teachers see it when it happens?)

Do you think that relational aggression is related to popularity? Does it happen between
different groups of girls or mostly among friend groups?

Do you sense that the behaviors you identified are normal middle school girl behaviors or
that the behaviors shouldn’t be accepted as normal?

Are the behaviors you identified as relational aggression specific (or more specific) to
girls and their friendships/relationships, or do boys use these same types of behaviors?
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Appendix G: Student Panel Questions #2-Relational aggression Intervention

1. What would be some good things for teachers to keep in mind about girl social dynamics
when they assign group work or even arrange the seats in class? (Does being able to choose your
own groups enhance or alleviate drama?)

2. Is it helpful when topics like using social media or identifying bullying are addressed
explicitly in school (in class or advisory)?

3. Have you personally witnessed any instances of bullying being resolved? If so, what brought
about this change?

4. Do you think teachers/faculty recognize when relational aggression is taking place? If so, how
do you think they should handle it? If not, would you want them to recognize and address it?

5. What would you suggest as intervention techniques that would work for you and your
experiences?

6. Is there any type of intervention policy/strategy that you would like to see in place here at
Windward given this particular environment?
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Appendix H: Action Research Meeting Agendas

DAY #1 Introduction & Assessment of Relational aggression at Site

HW:

1) (15 minutes)

-Share why each teacher is participating in the action research and why
this issue may be important to her. Also, if they have one, what are her
personal goal(s) for participating?

2) (20-30 minutes)

-Provide definition of relational aggression.
-What have YOU noticed at this site about the middle school girls and
their social interactions?
-Is this different from what you may have noticed at other sites?
-Do you think these behaviors are unique to Windward or schools similar?
-Why or why not?

4) (Remainder of meeting time—but may be moved to next meeting) Looking
over the results of the survey she took (individual copies to be distributed) did any
questions/responses stand out to you?)

-Is there any response that surprises you?

-Are there any particular questions that you had to weigh particularly

carefully?

-Are there any changes/additions/omissions you would like to make if this

were to go out to the entire middle school faculty?
Relational Aggression/Relational aggression Studies to be emailed and put in
mailbox. Read and take notes.
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DAY #2 Inform AR Team of Existent Research & Pertinent Literature
1) (20-30 minutes)

-Continue to Review Survey Results (see Day 1 Agenda)
2) (45 min-1 hour)
Begin Discussion of Literature they read and highlighted for homework (that was
previously emailed and put in their mailbox)
-After reading the literature, and highlighting impactful selections, let’s
first discuss the definition of “relational aggression.” Was there any part of
the definition of “relational aggression” or “social aggression” as a type of
bullying that surprised you?
-Having now read a few definitions of “relational aggression” and
“relational aggression,” does that alter your perceptions of social
interactions you have witnessed among your middle school girl students?
-According to the definitions of “relational aggression” and “relational
aggression,” were there any behaviors mentioned or identified that stood
out to you?
-1f so, what were they and why were they remarkable?
-1f not, why not? Are they behaviors you already considered to be
bullying?
-Does “knowing the facts” change your identifications of relational
aggression behaviors between middle school girls?
-Were there any notes you took or sections of the studies you would like to
discuss?
-What stood out and why?
-Does anyone have any questions from the studies they would like
to ask the team?

HW: Journal Prompt: Please reflect on how reading and discussing the seminal studies affected
your perceptions of relational aggression among your middle school girl students. Specifically,
was there anything that we read or discussed that changed the behaviors you identify as
relational aggression? Do you regard social behaviors you may have witnessed previously
differently now than you did prior to reading and discussing the studies? Please offer your
reflections.
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DAY #3 Journal Response Reflection & Literature Review
1) (30 minutes)
- Review & Discuss teachers’ responses to the journal prompt. What did
they identify as relational aggression and why?
-Which elements of the studies they read resonated the most with them or
did they feel were most relevant to their students, as they reported in their
journal responses?
2) (30 minutes)

-Create questions for the middle school girls student panel meeting.

HW: Observe and document your girls’ social behaviors. What do you notice about their
interactions with each other? Are there social behaviors that may align with the definition of
relational aggression? If so, what are they?
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DAY #4 Question & Answer Session with Middle School Student Panel

1) Handout Agenda with Summary of Definition of Relational aggression
2) Discuss Purpose of meeting: why are we there and our goals.

The teachers’ questions:

1. What are your personal goals with participating in this study group? What do you
hope comes of this?

2. What do you consider the definition of relational aggression to be (specific to your
experiences of Windward)?

3. What behaviors do you regard as being relational aggression behaviors?

4. Are there some relational aggression behaviors that happen more frequently than
others?

5. Are there places or times of day that relational aggression happens most frequently
about which we should be aware (i.e. lunch time, CTL, in class, etc.)

6. Do you feel that faculty/teachers recognize relational aggression when it happens?
(Do teachers see it when it happens?)

7. Do you think that relational aggression is related to popularity? Does it happen
between different groups of girls or mostly among friend groups?

8. Do you sense that the behaviors you identified are normal middle school girl
behaviors or that the behaviors shouldn’t be accepted as normal?

9. Are the behaviors you identified as relational aggression specific (or more specific) to
girls and their friendships/relationships, or do boys use these same types of
behaviors?

HW: Journal Prompt: How did the meeting with the middle school girls change, if at all, your
identification of relational aggression? Did you feel the meeting was a successful method for

increasing your knowledge of relational aggression among your students? If so, why? If not,

why not?

128



DAY #5

1)

2)

HW:

Reflections on Q & A With MS Girls & Intro to Intervention Discussion

Introduction Discussion (50 minutes)

-What was the purpose of hearing from the middle school girls? Did you have a
goal in mind for the meeting?

-Did you have any “preconceived notions” or biases that you are entering the
meeting with regarding their (the middle school girls’) experiences with relational
aggression at this school?

-What did the girls say that you felt was impactful? Did they inform you of
anything that changed your mind about relational aggression? In general or here
at Whirlwind?

Introduction to Intervention

-Have you ever “intervened” in acts of relational aggression? If so, how? If not,
why not?

Relational Aggression/Relational aggression Intervention Studies to be emailed
and put in mailbox. Read and take notes.
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Day #6 Literature Review & Create Plan for MS Student Panel

1) (45 minutes) Discussion of Literature they read and highlighted for homework (that was
previously emailed and put in their mailbox)

-After reading the literature, and highlighting impactful selections, what is the
definition of intervention?

- Was there any part of the intervention literature that surprised you?

-Did any of the studies alter your perceptions of effective intervention strategies?

-Were there any notes you took or sections of the studies you would like to discuss?

-Which elements of the relational aggression intervention literature do you feel are
most applicable to Whirlwind and Whirlwind girls?

2) (15 minutes) Compile List of questions for MS students regarding teacher intervention.
What do they want? What do they NOT want?

HW: Email any remaining questions they may want to ask the girls at the next student
panel meeting.
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DAY #7 Question & Answer Session With MS Girls regarding Intervention Strategies

1) Handout Agenda with list of teachers’ questions
2) Discuss Purpose of meeting: why are we there and our goals. Intervention
Preferences

The teachers’ questions:

1. What would be some good things for teachers to keep in mind about girl social dynamics
when they assign group work or even arrange the seats in class? (Does being able to choose your
own groups enhance or alleviate drama?)

2. Is it helpful when topics like using social media or identifying bullying are addressed
explicitly in school (in class or advisory)?

3. Have you personally witnessed any instances of bullying being resolved? If so, what brought
about this change?

4. Do you think teachers/faculty recognize when relational aggression is taking place? If so, how
do you think they should handle it? If not, would you want them to recognize and address it?

5. What would you suggest as intervention techniques that would work for you and your
experiences?

6. Is there any type of intervention policy/strategy that you would like to see in place here at
Windward given this particular environment?

HW: Write down your notes and initial thoughts about the student meeting and the content of

their feedback. What did they say that you feel changed your understanding of relational
aggression intervention?
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Day #8: Student Panel Review & Intervention Discussion

1) Review and Discuss Prior Student Panel:
-What were the findings from the meeting?
-What did you recognize as impactful information the students offered?
-Was there anything the students revealed that you discounted?
-Can you synthesize any of the students’ feedback and the information from the
studies? i.e., Did the students’ feedback correlate with the studies’ findings?

HW: Journal Prompt: Understanding yourself and the culture of Whirlwind and your students,
how do you personally think you would intervene/address acts of relational aggression/relational
aggression among your students (if at all?)

Do you think that having discussed relational aggression and hearing about relational aggression
behaviors, or reading literature about intervention strategies, has impacted how (or if ) you
address these type of socially manipulative behaviors among your students?

How do you think the students’ feedback has impacted your changes, if at all?
Please expand and explain as you see fit.
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Day 9 Agenda: Study Review
1) Sum up and review prior student panel and journal responses
-Had they changed their intervention perceptions and/or actions based on the study?
-1f so, which elements of the study most impacted any change they may have
experienced with relational aggression intervention?

2) Review AR Process

-How has this process changed your understanding of what relational aggression is or
its frequency, if at all?

-Do you have any sense of HOW we should/shouldn’t intervene as faculty?

-Has your confidence level to either recognize or address relational aggression
changed since this process?

-What factors influenced any changes in your confidence levels to intervene in
relational aggression?

3) What’s next? Where would you like to see us go from here?
-Is this problem worth addressing in the future? If so, how?
-Is this enquiry process worth Whirlwind utilizing again? If so why and in what
capacity?

4) Set up interviews and remind teachers about post-study survey.
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