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This article examines the amount of middle school students’ bullying and nonbul-
lying behaviors observed in three less-structured school venues: the monthly
school dance, the cafeteria, and the locker/hall area. Two questions guided our
analysis: (a) How do students’ bullying and victimization behaviors and non-
bullying social behaviors vary by context? (b) How does social status as a bully
or target of bullying influence students attendance at school dances? Findings
revealed that, although one school showed much higher incidences of aggres-
sion, overall the amount of bullying behavior observed was low compared to
nonbullying behaviors. When bullying behavior was observed, it was most
often in the cafeteria and least often at the school dances, and there were very
few incidences of aggression at the school dances. Rates of dance attendance
showed that although students classified as bullies by peer nomination data
were likely to attend dances at both schools, students classified as victims were
likely to attend dances only at the school with almost no incidences of aggres-
sion. Implications for working with children who bully and the victims of their
behavior, as well as further research, are discussed.
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In recent years, school violence has become a topic of great concern with
incidences such as the shooting at Columbine High School. School vio-

lence, however, does not begin when a child decides to bring a gun to
school. In fact, the majority of school violence, peer victimization, never
makes it to the evening news. Though less sensational, research has consis-
tently pointed toward the serious nature of bullying and victimization
among school-aged children (Hodges, Malone, & Perry, 1997; Ladd,
Kochenderfer, & Coleman, 1997).

For this article, we draw from Olweus’s (1991) definition of bullying: “A
person is being bullied when he or she is exposed, repeatedly and over time,
to negative actions on the part of one or more persons” (p. 47). Negative
actions are defined as intentional inflictions of injury or discomfort by
another person. Using this definition, Olweus found that 15% of school-
aged children, approximately 1 in 7, reported being bullied every “now and
then.” Moreover, 3% of students reported being bullied on a weekly basis.

Bullying in Middle School

With increased research in the area of school violence, there also has
been an increased interest in how bullying behaviors differ for kids of dif-
ferent ages. A great deal of research has examined bullying behaviors in
elementary school settings, and recently there has been an increase in the
examination of bullying and victimization behavior in middle school
children. The specific examination of bullying behavior in middle school
settings is important because problems of aggression and interpersonal vio-
lence tend to increase in severity during early adolescence, a period of mul-
tiple physical and social changes. The 2004 report of the U.S. Department
of Education (2005), National Center for Educational Statistics shows that
children in Grades 6 and 7 report the highest percentage of bullying inci-
dences. In addition, the transition from elementary to middle school has
come under increasing observation as children begin to employ more
aggressive and cooperative behaviors to establish dominance and leader-
ship among new peer groups (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000; Pellegrini &
Smith, 1998). Researchers of young adolescence have also noted a marked
decrease in negative views of aggression and an increased ease of affiliation
with aggressive peers during this age (Pellegrini, 2002). Other work in this
area has shown that prevalence rates for bullying behavior are substantially
higher in rural schools than in nonrural schools. Dulmus, Theirot, Sowers,
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and Blackburn (2004) found 82.3% of students in a rural school reported expe-
riencing some form of victimization within a 3-month period. This study
examines the bully and victimization behavior of sixth graders in their first
year of middle school at two rural middle schools in northeast Georgia.

The purpose of this article, however, is not merely to explore bullying
behaviors but also to explore the nonbullying behaviors of middle school
students across three of the least-structured venues associated with school:
(a) the monthly school dance, (b) the cafeteria at lunchtime, and (c) the
locker/hall area at class transition time. We consider these three venues to
be less structured compared with other school venues, such as the class-
room, because they are less directed and less controlled by adults. We chose
to examine middle school bullying behavior in these less-structured venues
because research has shown that bullying is more likely to occur in these
venues (Craig & Pepler, 1997; Craig, Pepler, & Atlas, 2000; Olweus, 1993)
and is predicted by less time spent under adult supervision (Espelage,
Bosworth, & Simon, 2000). In addition, we chose to examine middle
school nonbullying behaviors in these venues because they provide students
not only with increased opportunities for bullying but also with increased
opportunities for social interactions with peers. We reasoned that in early
adolescence, especially in a rural setting like the one examined in this
research, many social interactions with peers would occur in venues con-
nected with school because young adolescents do not yet have the means to
transport themselves to social venues. Because the school venues studied in
this research are less structured, they afford students more autonomy in
regard to their own behavior. These venues also provide opportunities for
children to develop their social skills by learning how to get along with
peers, an important developmental task of middle childhood and early
adolescence (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).

We were also interested in examining the nonbullying, cooperative behav-
iors in school venues that allowed for social interactions with peers because
these venues provide an opportunity for establishing new, or building on
existing, friendships. The establishment of friendships is especially important
during the transition to middle school; such relationships can support adjust-
ment in the new school environment (Birch & Ladd, 1996; Ladd & Price,
1987; Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman, 1997; Nansel, Haynie, & Simons-
Morton, 2003). In addition, quality friendships or having a “best friend” can
be a protective factor against bullying (Goldbaum, Craig, Pepler, & Connolly,
2003; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski, 1999).
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Social Competence, School Victimization,
and Social Status

In this work we take the viewpoint of Coie (1990) who argues that
children’s social behaviors, and their social competence, underlie victim-
ization. Social competence is defined as one’s ability to function success-
fully in a social situation. Social competence includes not only social
skills but also emotional and cognitive skills and the behaviors needed
for successful adaptation to social situations (Gettinger, 2003; Welsh &
Bierman, 1998).

In an examination of social status within peer groups Coie, Dodge, and
Coppotelli (1982) asked third, fifth, and eighth graders to nominate children
they “like most” and those they “like least.” Children who received very few
“like least” and “like most” nominations were labeled as neglected by the
researchers. Children who received a large number of “like least” and few
“like most” nominations were labeled as rejected by the researchers. Children
who received a large number of “like most” nominations and few “like least”
nominations were labeled as popular.

Subsequent research has found that a significantly greater proportion of
children classified as victims and bullies in their study were also classified
as rejected (Boulton & Smith, 1994; Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999).
In addition, rejected children are significantly more likely than average
children to engage in socially inappropriate behaviors, such as excluding
peers from group activities, hitting peers, starting fights, and acting snob-
bish. In addition, both neglected and rejected children are less likely to
engage in social conversation. Moreover, Jensen-Campbell et al. (2002)
found adolescents who scored higher on agreeableness tended to be less
vulnerable to victimization.

Coie (1990) further argues that being disliked by peers causes stress
and reduces resources for coping with peer conflict. Coie and Dodge
(1983) found rejected children had low cooperative scores and high
scores for disrupting the group and stating fights (Coie & Dodge, 1983)
and tended to exhibit biases toward attributing hostile intentions to peers
(Dodge & Coie, 1987; see also Graham & Juvonen, 2001). These research
findings support the idea that social behaviors and social competence are
related to victimization. So what do the children who are targets of bul-
lying behavior look like?
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Portrait of a Victim

The typical targets of school bullying are passive victims who them-
selves report very little aggressive tendencies. Passive victims represent
more than 80% of all targets of bullying behavior (Olweus, 1984). Passive
victims are commonly physically frail, anxious, and insecure. They report
thinking negatively about themselves and view themselves as failures. They
also report feeling stupid, ashamed, and unattractive as well as lonely and
abandoned at school. Passive victims who are male tend to be physically
weaker than their same-age peers. They usually do not engage in teasing
behaviors and tend to withdraw when attacked (Olweus, 1991). Passive vic-
tims report feeling they have been attacked without provocation.

In contrast, provocative victims tend to have aggressive tendencies and
are viewed by many researchers as both bullies and victims (Pellegrini,
2002). Provocative victims usually do not withdraw when attacked. Instead,
they usually choose to retaliate with violence that is reactive rather than
proactive in nature. Olweus (1973, 1978) describes these victims as hot-
tempered, restless, and anxious. Their acts of aggression are typically inef-
fective (Schwartz, Proctor, & Chien, 2001). Moreover, they tend to be
“among the most disliked members of the peer groups and are at risk for
later adjustment problems” (Batsche & Knoff, 1994, p. 168).

Being the target of bullying behavior can affect children in many different
ways. Juvonen, Nishina, and Graham (2000) found that one of the immediate
effects of being a target of bullying behavior can be the avoidance of school
and other social situations involving peer interactions. Children who are tar-
gets of victimization may begin to avoid all social interactions and miss
opportunities (such as a school dance) for interactions that predict important
social outcomes, such as peer acceptance (Gresham & Elliott, 1987). Graham
and Juvonen (1998, 2002) found that in middle school victimization was neg-
atively correlated with students’ feelings of acceptance by peers. Research
has also noted that victimization in school can have long-term effects in that
childhood social adjustment has been shown to be a significant predictor of
later maladjustment (Cowen, Pederson, Babigian, Izzo, & Trost, 1973; Kohn
& Clausen, 1955; Roff, 1961; Roff, Sells, & Golden, 1972; Ullman, 1957).
In addition to social competence effects, rejected or neglected status can have
immediate effects on academic failure and result in engagement in delinquent
behaviors (Gresham & Elliott, 1987). Long-term school victimization is also
related to lower occupational stability and success (Ward, Parmenter, Riches,
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& Hauritz, 1981) and in extreme cases victims commit suicide (Olweus,
1993).

In line with Coie’s (1990) idea that social competence underlies victim-
ization, Pellegrini et al. (1999) found that among victims, friends were a
protective factor, so long as one’s friends were also not targets of aggres-
sion. Thus, the establishment of friendships with nonvictimized peers may
be important for children of this age. Moreover, less-structured school set-
tings, such as those examined in this project, may be venues in which
friendships can be established. Aside from the targets of bullying behavior,
what do the perpetrators of bullying behaviors look like?

Portrait of a Child Who Bullies

As would be expected, aggression is one of the distinguishing charac-
teristics of a child who engages in bullying behavior. Children who bully
are also characterized by impulsivity and a strong need to dominate others;
oftentimes, they have little empathy for the targets of their aggression
(Bosworth, Espelage, & Simon, 1999; Olweus, 1991, 1993). Children who
bully are more often boys than girls (Boulton & Smith, 1990; Olweus,
1993; Smith & Sharp, 1994). When girls do engage in bullying behaviors,
they more often engage in indirect or social aggression (Crick et al., 2001).

In contrast to the targets of bullying behavior, the perpetrators of bully-
ing behavior do not seem to suffer the same negative effects. Boulton and
Smith (1994) found that being classified as a bully was positively correlated
with being rated as liked least by peers and negatively correlated to being
rated as liked most. However, Pellegrini et al. (1999) found that in middle
school, bullies tend to have friendships with other bullies and within the
bully group proactive aggression, or aggression engaged in to achieve a cer-
tain end result, tends to predict popularity despite its negative standing
within the larger social group. Thus, bullying behaviors may serve to estab-
lish status within peer groups, allowing children who bully to maintain a
high social status with other children who bully. Children who engage in
bullying behavior may not have the same negative consequences as those
noted for rejected children who are the targets of bullying behavior. Bullies,
however, are not immune to the negative effects of bullying.

Based on their aggressive tendencies, the future for a child who bullies
can look quite bleak. Follow-up studies of school bullies have shown that
by the age of 24, approximately 60% of boys identified as bullies in Grades
6 through 9 had at least one court conviction (Olweus, 1991). Moreover,
35% to 40% of those boys had three or more court convictions, compared
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with only 10% of boys who were neither bullies nor victims. School bul-
lies, then, are almost 4 times more likely than nonbullies to commit crimes.
Unlike bullies, the victims in the study had average or below-average lev-
els of criminality as young adults.

Goals and Methods for Studying
Bullying and Victimization Behavior
in Less-Structured School Settings

Research on aggression and victimization among children has often
been tied to self-report and peer nomination data. However, observational
data obtained from observing children in a natural setting are often the most
revealing of social structure and peer interactions. This research imple-
mented the use of a yearlong behavioral observations of children in the
three less-structured school venues described (e.g., Blatchford, 1989;
Pellegrini, Huberty, & Jones, 1995; Smith & Hagan, 1980). In addition, this
research used peer nomination data to identify the students in the school
population who could be classified as bullies or victims (e.g., Dodge &
Coie, 1987; Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988). These multiple methods of
describing and identifying students’ behavior will help to eliminate prob-
lems with reporter bias and shared-method variance as well as helping to
establish construct validation.

Again, this research asked two questions. First, how do students’ bully-
ing and nonbullying behaviors vary across the three less-structured venues
examined? This question attempted to examine the nature of transactions
that occur between children’s behaviors and different social contexts. We
were interested in comparing, across the three venues, rates of social inter-
action as well as incidents of aggression. We believed there would be sig-
nificant differences in nonaggressive behaviors across the three venues.
Specifically, we anticipated increased rates of cooperative type behaviors in
the cafeteria compared with the other venues, with increased rates of play-
type behaviors in the dance and locker/hall venues. Regarding aggressive
behaviors, we hypothesized that there might be differences but were not
sure about the directionality of the differences.

Our second question was, How does status as a bully or victim influence
dance attendance? We believed that this question could extend previous
research examining the various context of bulling. To date, we know of no
other research examining aggression and victimization in venues such as
middle school dances. To answer this question we began by examining the
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dance attendance of those children classified within the school social struc-
ture as either victims or bullies, as identified through peer nominations. We
examined the likelihood of these students to attend the voluntary school
dance. In addition, we compared the characteristics of students who chose to
attend the dance with those students who chose not to attend the dance using
teacher reported temperament measures and peer nomination data. We exam-
ined temperament in an attempt to explore whether there is a relationship
between social competence skills (as evaluated by teachers), victim status,
and avoidance of social situations such as the school dance (Boulton &
Smith, 1994). We believed rejected status would be associated with engage-
ment in less adaptive social behaviors and the avoidance of social situations.

Method

Participants

Data for this research was drawn from a 3-year longitudinal study of bul-
lying and victimization behavior during early adolescence. In this study,
however, data from only the second year of the project, the children’s sixth-
grade year, were used. At the beginning of this study participants were sam-
pled from the total population of fifth-grade students in a rural county in
northeast Georgia. Parental consent forms were distributed to a total of 329
fifth graders in the county’s five elementary schools. A total of 154 consent
forms were returned with consent to voluntarily participate in the project.
In addition, prior to beginning the project, all children whose parents gave
written consent for their participants were asked for their own verbal assent
to participation in this study.

In all, approximately 47% of the total county fifth-grade population was
examined during this project. The average age of the students for the first
year of the project was 11.9 years. At the time of data collection, the county
was predominantly Caucasian (95%) and rural with a mixed socioeconomic
base. Across the fifth- and sixth-grade years, we experienced a 10.4% attri-
tion rate (leaving a total N of 138). In an attempt to examine a large per-
centage of the student body population, the data from any child with more
than 10 observations for the year were examined in the analyses. This
resulted in two students being dropped from analyses, for a total sample of
136 students. The average number of observations conducted for students
during the school year examined in this work was 31.38 (SD = 4.91) and
ranged from as few as 11 to as many as 41. There were only 4 children with
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fewer than 20 observations total included in the analyses. All children
attended one of two middle schools in a rural Georgia county. For the pur-
poses of this article, these schools will be referred to as School 1 (47 boys,
31 girls) and School 2 (26 boys, 32 girls).

Materials and Procedures

At each school, a battery of 13 instruments was given to participating
students to obtain self-report and peer-report measures of bullying and vic-
timization behaviors. These instruments were administered twice a year,
once in the fall and once in the spring, and addressed various aspects of the
adolescents’ emotionality and social interactions at school. At both the
schools, participants were assembled to central meeting rooms, such as a
spare classroom, the library, or the empty school cafeteria. The purpose of
the project was explained to the participants and the instruments were
administered. The order in which each measure was administered was
counterbalanced across both classes and schools. This article focuses
specifically on the peer nomination data, and bullying and victimization
data from these surveys (Perry et al., 1988; Schwartz, Dodge, & Coie,
1993). The bullying and victimization behavior data resulted in an alpha of
.92 and .95 respectively (Pellegrini & Bartini, 2000).

In November of the school year, teachers were asked to complete a tem-
perament measure for each participating child (Martin, 1988). From this
temperament measure, we used the Activity Level subscale (e.g., “This
child is good at games and sports, a good athlete”), the Emotionality sub-
scale (e.g., “This child gets his or her feelings hurt easily”), and the
Adaptability subscale (e.g., “This child does things that other children think
are strange or inappropriate”). Teachers rated each item on a 1- through
7-point Likert scale. This measure exhibits strong reliability and validity
properties (e.g., Martin & Bridger, 1999; Presley & Martin, 1994) with
alpha coefficients ranging from .65 through .85.

In addition to these surveys, seven research assistants worked in two
research teams, four at School 1 and three at School 2, to observe partici-
pating students throughout the year across the three venues (e.g., the cafeteria,
the locker/hall, and the school dances). Observation procedures followed focal
child sampling and continuous recording rules (Martin & Bateson, 1986).
Specifically, focal children were observed, in counterbalanced order, for
3-minute periods. Their behavior was recorded continuously for 3 minutes or
until the child was out of sight for 30 seconds. During the 3-minute period,
observers could note as few as one or as many as 20 behaviors. Observers
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stayed close enough to the focal child to see facial expression and whenever
possible hear their speech. Observers recorded the focal child’s affect and
behavior as well as identified with whom the focal child was interacting and
the target’s affect and behavior. In addition, the number of adults present at
both the beginning and the end of each observation was recorded. Each
student was observed approximately 2 times each week.

Observed behaviors were sequentially recorded on a behavior checklist
into 12 molar categories that were mutually exclusive (Pellegrini, 1996).
The observational categories were as follows:

1. Solitary/onlooker: Focal child alone, looking onto group or individual
2. Solitary/unoccupied: Focal child alone, not looking at others (e.g., day-

dreaming)
3. Solitary/engaged: Focal child alone and involved in task or activity
4. Parallel interaction: Two children near each other, separately engaged, not

interacting
5. Cooperative/interaction: Two or more children engaged in reciprocal interaction
6. Cooperative/game: Two or more children engaged in a game (e.g., prespecified

rules)
7. Locomotion: Vigorous physical activity, without interaction (e.g., running,

jumping, skipping)
8. Rough-and-tumble: Interaction involving physical contact with positive

affect of both focal and target children
9. Tease/taunt: Negative verbal or nonverbal interaction (e.g., name-calling,

making faces)
10. Physical aggression: Physical contact (e.g., push, kick, shove) usually

accompanied by negative affect of focal and/or target child; may be reactive
(in response to an immediate act) or instrumental (used to get something)

11. Verbal aggression: Negative verbal interaction, of greater intensity than tease/
taunt (e.g., put-down, cursing); may be reactive or instrumental (see above)

12. Submissive/passive: No retaliation in response to aggression; target child
either shows pain and/or submission or leaves situation

For the purposes of this article, Behaviors 1 through 8 are referred to as
the nonbullying behaviors because they do not involve negative affect on
the part of the focal or target child. Rough-and-tumble play has been
included as a nonbullying behavior because its operational definition
involves positive affect on the part of both the target child and the focal
child. In addition, research has shown that it provides children with impor-
tant social skills (Pellegrini & Smith, 1998). Behaviors 9 through 12 are
referred to as the bullying behaviors because they do involve negative affect
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on the part of the focal child, the target child, or both. Submissive/passive
behavior is included in this category because it is a direct result of bullying
behavior and occurs only when a bullying behavior is observed. It also
includes negative affect on the part of the participating children.

All study observers attended weekly meetings focused on observer
retraining, reliability checks, and reviews of the operational definitions for
all observational codes. During these meetings, observers participated in
the simultaneous coding of videos made at each venue of children engag-
ing in the above behaviors. Any discrepancies in coding were discussed and
decision rules were established. In addition, reliability checks on the accu-
racy of each observers coding of focal children’s behavior were conducted
throughout the year. This was accomplished by having two observers
simultaneously observe and code the behavior of the same focal child.
Interobserver reliability analyses indicated a kappa value of .80.

Data Management

To explore our questions, we needed to reduce the data from multiple
observations on children to a single score for each child that could be exam-
ined within each venue. As the number of observations and the number of
behavioral codes varied, we first created a score for each child that con-
trolled for the number of observations conducted and the frequency with
which children changed their behavior. We calculated average proportions,
or frequency rates, for each child for the target behaviors in each venue.
Thus, each student’s total frequency for each behavior was divided by the
total number of observations for that child and their total number of behav-
ioral codes. We then averaged across participants within each venue to look
at the effects of the different social contexts. These findings revealed that
when students are systematically observed, they are infrequently engaging
in acts of bullying compared with other nonbullying behaviors. Because the
magnitude of the effect size for these bullying behaviors was so small and
their variability quite low compared with the nonbullying behaviors, sepa-
rate analyses were required to answer our first question.

If viewed in light of all behaviors observed, the picture of bullying
behaviors in each venue would have been lost. We choose to use the raw
frequency data for analyses of the bullying behaviors and frequency rate
data for analyses of the nonbullying behaviors. We believe examining the
raw frequency data of the four bullying behaviors is acceptable for two rea-
sons. First, these behaviors were coded in such a way that individual acts of
aggression were coded only one time. For example, two children engaging
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in a fistfight would result in only one code for physical aggression. Each
shove or punch was not coded as a separate behavior; instead each shove
and punch fell into the one physical aggression code for fighting. Second,
observers in this study were directed to code any act of aggression they wit-
nessed even if it meant discontinuing an ongoing observation. Thus, the raw
frequency data used represents the total number of aggressive acts observed
during the total observation period.

Portraits of the Three Venues

Below are qualitative descriptions of each venue constructed by the first
two authors who served as project research assistants and two of the main
observers at School 1 and occasional observers at School 2. The purpose of
including these descriptions is to give the reader some descriptive informa-
tion for the three settings and to show how the types of behaviors were
observed across the three social contexts. It should be noted that the phys-
ical layout of both schools and the students’ schedules at both schools were
the same. This allowed for consistency within the two county schools.

Cafeteria

Lunch was staggered for the six classrooms observed. It generally lasted
for 30 minutes, with the first 10 minutes spent in the lunch line waiting to be
served and to pay. All the sixth-grade teachers were present in this venue and
monitored the behavior of their class. Teachers sat together in a centrally
located table, often engaged in conversation. Corrections of students misbe-
havior were given by teachers either while seated, or in more extreme cases the
teachers would go to the student’s table to correct misbehavior. As punishment
for bad behavior, teachers often retracted student’s free-time privileges by plac-
ing students on silent lunch or eliminating their choice of seating partner.

In this venue, students were often seen running from the entrance of the
cafeteria to the service area and jockeying for position in line. The service
area was behind a wall and was often out of sight from the teachers and
often provided opportunities for covert aggression, such as pushing, shov-
ing, and threatening. Play fighting while waiting in the service line was also
frequently observed. Cooperative and playful behaviors, as well as aggres-
sion, were most likely to be observed at the beginning of the lunch period
or within the last 5 or 10 minutes in the cafeteria as students sat with friends
or exited with their class. Games such as arm wrestling, “flicking field
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goals” with a triangle paper football, and table-top soccer with a coin were
common. Students also engaged in rough play such as stomping on each
other’s feet under the table or play fighting as they waited in line.

Locker/Hall

Locker/hall observations were made as students changed from their
exploratory class to their fifth-period class and as they proceeded to and
from the lunchroom. All the exploratory classes (e.g., music, gym, or agri-
cultural education, etc.) were held in a separate wing of the school. This
class change lasted about 15 minutes, and tended to be chaotic, with more
than 100 students converging on the sixth-grade hallway at once. There
tended to be very little supervision of the students in the exploratory wing
of the school, but once in the sixth-grade hallway teachers were positioned
in the doorways of their classrooms monitoring students’ behavior.

During this transition time, students could interact with friends they
might not see in their classes; however, they were also faced with increased
likelihood of crossing paths with students whom they did not get along
with. The chaos of the hallways provided opportunities for covert aggres-
sion such as a smack to the back of the head, a flick of the ear, a shove of
an elbow, or a push from behind.

Movement to and from the lunchroom occurred in line formation moni-
tored by the fifth-period teacher. Classes were staggered in their arrival
and departure from the lunchroom such that there was rarely more than
one class in the hallway lining up and proceeding to the lunchroom at a
time. Teacher placement varied with some teachers at the head of the line,
some teachers at the back of the line, and some teachers walking alongside
students in the middle of the line.

School Dance

The school dances took place once a month, during the evenings, in the
school gym. The scene of the dance tended to be quite dark with only the
flashing lights of the D. J. booth and a single row of lights along the side of
gym to illuminate. Two rows of risers along the illuminated side of the gym
were available for students to sit. The chaperons at the dance, usually
teachers and parents, were observed gathering in pairs or groups along the
periphery of the gym, a good distance away from the students. Another
group of teachers monitored the snack table and the restrooms at the end of
a hallway attached to the gym. In general, there tended to be little correc-
tion of student behavior compared with other venues.
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In this venue, students tended to be more physically active and tended to
demonstrate the widest range of behaviors than any other observational
venue. For example, this was the only venue where students were both
allowed and had enough space to run and chase their friends. In this venue,
students were often seen dragging their friends to dance with the boy or girl
they liked. If a couple did dance together, they were often surrounded by
their friends who watched them and teased them. In general, few students
danced, and most stood around talking and shouting.

In each of these venues, children’s awareness of the observers was min-
imized as much as possible. In the cafeteria, all observers stayed near the
wall while conducting observations. Because the cafeteria was full of
students no one but the observer was aware of which child was being
observed. In the locker/hall area, observers were able to blend into the
crowd of students in the hall and follow the focal child in a way in which
they were not aware that they were being observed. Observers stayed close
enough to the child to observe but at a distance, and with other children in
between, it was not obvious as to who was being observed. In the dance
venue, observers stayed mostly in the unlit areas of the gym, and many of
the children seemed unaware of their presence. It should also be noted that
this was a 3-year study following this group of children. The observers
assigned to each school became part of the landscape of the school and
were not obvious as outsiders. In addition, the children got used to seeing
the observers with their clipboards, and the novelty of their presence wore
off quickly; many of the students gave the observers no attention at all.

Results

The following results1 are organized around the two general research
questions. First, we present information on the typical behaviors observed
in the three venues. Second, we examine whether status as a bully or a vic-
tim as determined by peer nomination data affects dance attendance and
discuss the difference in teacher-reported temperament measures of dance
attendees and nonattendees.

Do Bullying and Nonbullying Behaviors
Vary as a Function of Venue?

To begin, separate univariate repeated measures ANOVAs (2 × 3) were
run with three within-subjects repeated measure factors (Venue: cafeteria,
locker/hall, and dance) and one between-subjects factor (School: School 1,
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School 2) for all bullying and nonbullying behaviors. These ANOVAs were
used to determine if there were differences between schools, and across
venues, in general levels of bullying and nonbullying behaviors. These
ANOVAs were run with the subsample of students who were observed in
all three venues (n = 95) on the nonbullying target behaviors. In many
cases, the assumption of sphericity was violated. Therefore, all omnibus
statistics and degrees of freedom were adjusted using the Huhyn-Feldt
adjustment (Keppel, 1991).

Analysis of the frequency rate data for nonbullying behaviors revealed
no significant school by venue interactions, F(2, 86) = .03, p > .10. Cross-
school comparisons for these nonbullying behaviors will not be made.
Findings comparing the raw frequency data for bullying behaviors revealed
a significant school by venue interaction, F(1, 538) = 21.25, p < .01, η2 =
.053. Consequently, bullying behaviors will be examined separately by
schools.

Nonbullying Behaviors

For the purposes of analyses, the three solitary behaviors (solitary/onlooker,
solitary/unoccupied, and solitary/engaged) were combined into one measure of
overall solitary behavior. In addition, the cooperative behaviors (cooperative/
interaction and cooperative/game) were combined into one cooperative behav-
ior category. A total of five nonbullying behaviors were examined: (1) solitary
behavior, including solitary/onlooker, solitary/unoccupied and solitary/
engaged; (2) parallel behavior; (3) cooperative behavior, including cooperative/
interaction and cooperative/game; (4) locomotion; and (5) rough-and-tumble.
All these behaviors are operationally defined in the Procedures section.2

These five behaviors were collapsed across schools and were examined
in each venue individually. Three planned comparisons, using a Bonferonni
adjustment, were conducted for each of the five nonbullying behaviors to
examine the relative rates of each behavior in each of the three venues.
These results are presented in Table 1.

For all of the nonbullying behaviors, there were significant main effects of
venue. The results show that the highest rates of solitary behavior occurred in
the locker/hall and the lowest rates occurred in the cafeteria. The highest rates
of parallel behavior occurred in the cafeteria and the lowest rates occurred at
the dances. The highest rates of locomotion occurred in the locker/hall and the
lowest rates occurred in the cafeteria. The highest rates of cooperative behavior
occurred at the dance and the cafeteria venues, and the lowest rates occurred
in the locker/hall. The highest rates of rough-and-tumble occurred at the
dance, and the lowest rates occurred in the cafeteria. It can be seen from
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these results that middle school dances provided the best opportunity for
the young adolescents to engage in nonbullying social interactions signified
by cooperative behavior and rough-and-tumble play.

Bullying Behaviors

The four bullying behaviors—(1) tease/taunt; (2) physical aggression,
including instrumental and reactive physical aggression; (3) verbal aggression,
including instrumental and reactive verbal aggression; and (4) submissive/
passive—will be discussed individually and by school. Three planned compar-
isons, using a Bonferroni adjustment, were conducted for each of the four bul-
lying behaviors to examine the relative rates of each behavior in each of the
three venues. These results are presented in Table 2, for each school.

For all the bullying behaviors that occurred at School 1, there were signif-
icant main effects of venue. The results show that the highest incidences of
tease/taunt behavior occurred in the cafeteria and the lowest incidences
occurred at the dances. The highest incidences of physical aggression occurred
in the cafeteria and the lowest incidences occurred at the dances. The highest
incidences of verbal aggression occurred in the cafeteria and the lowest inci-
dences occurred at the dance. The highest incidences of submissive/passive
behavior occurred in the cafeteria and the lowest incidences occurred in the
locker/hall and the dance venues.
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Table 1
Average Rates of Nonbullying Behaviors Observed

Behavior Cafeteria Locker/Hall Dance Venue Effect

Solitary .03a .07b .04c F(2, 145) = 22.50***
(.02) (.06) (.04) η2 = .20

Parallel .40a .32 .31c F(2, 141) = 15.92***
(.05) (.14) (.11) η2 = .18

Locomotion .01a .03 .02c F(2, 157) = 12.02***
(.01) (.04) (.03) η2 = .11

Cooperative .22a .18b .22 F(2, 164)= 55.42***
(.03) (.05) (.05) η2 = .37

Rough tumble .04 .08 .09c F(2, 166) = 12.27***
(.03) (.10) (.09) η2 = .12

Note: The data in parentheses in the three left-hand columns represent standard deviations of
the presented means.
a. Significant difference between cafeteria and locker/hall.
b. Significant difference between dance and locker/hall.
c. Significant difference between cafeteria and dance.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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At School 2, analysis of the tease/taunt behavior incidences revealed a
significant main effect of venue. The three planned comparisons revealed a
significant difference in the rates of tease/taunt behavior in the cafeteria and
the locker/hall venues, and among the cafeteria and dance venues. Because
teasing was almost nonexistent in both the locker/hall and the dance, no
comparisons could be made. Again, the cafeteria was found to be the venue
in which teasing was most likely. As for the other three bullying behaviors,
there were no main effects found for venue. In fact, very few incidences of
bullying were observed at School 2. Indeed, most of the bullying behaviors
at School 2 were at floor levels, with there being no incidences of tease and
taunt in the locker/hall and no incidences of physical aggression at the
dances. Still, for the one comparison showing an effect of venue, the cafe-
teria was again shown to be the venue in which victimization was the most
likely to occur. Thus, it appears that at both schools, the cafeteria was the
worst venue for victims and the dance was the best.
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Table 2
Average Number of Incidences of Bullying Behavior Observed

Behavior Cafeteria Locker/Hall Dance Venue Effect

School 1
Tease/taunt 2.58a .87 .51c F(1, 84) = 32.94***

(2.84) (1.71) (1.23) η2 = . 35
General physical aggression .83a .41 .27c F(2, 112) = 5.64**

(1.27) (.90) (.65) η2 = . 08
General verbal aggression .74a .21 .19c F(2, 93) = 10.83***

(1.07) (.49) (.50) η2 = .15
Submissive/passive 1.19a .33 .33c F(1, 87) = 12.70***

(1.74) (.57) (.74) η2 = .17
School 2

Tease/taunt .21a .00 .02c F(1, 31) = 6.20*
(.52) (.00) (.14) η2= .17

General physical aggression .16 .06 .00 F(2, 48) = 1.42
(.45) (.24) (.00)

General verbal aggression .19 .09 .04 F(2, 48) = 1.21
(.51) (.38) (.19)

Submissive/passive .05 .03 .00 F(2, 51) = .49
(.22) (.17) (.00)

Note: The data in parentheses in the three left-hand columns represent standard deviations of
the presented means.
a. Significant difference between cafeteria and locker/hall.
b. Significant difference between dance and locker/hall.
c. Significant difference between cafeteria and dance.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Planned cross-school comparisons for these bullying behaviors show
that in all venues all bullying behaviors, except for verbal aggression in the
locker/hall, occurred significantly more often at School 1. These results are
presented in Table 3. Thus, School 1 had significantly more bullying behav-
ior in all school venues examined.

Because both bullying and nonbullying behaviors varied as a function of
venues, we were interested in determining what characteristics of the
venues led to these differences in behavior. We believed that it might be the
presence of adults that would deter bullying behaviors. Olweus (1991)
found a negative correlation between teacher density and amount of vic-
timization during recess, such that the greater the number of teachers over-
seeing recess time, the lower the amount of victimization occurring. This
also seems intuitive as we believed that teachers would be likely to put a
stop to bullying when they see it and create a more structured and con-
trolled environments that suppress aggressive behavior. A post hoc exami-
nation of the number of adults present (indicating the presence of adult
supervision; see Espelage et al., 2000) was conducted to help provide
insight into why observed rates of aggression were highest in the cafeteria
and lowest at the dance. A one-way ANOVA examining the number of
adults present at the beginning and ending of each observation in each
venue, as recorded in the observational data, revealed a significant differ-
ence in the number of adults present by venue, F(2, 2133) = 12.65, p < .01.
Three comparisons, using Bonferonni adjustments, were conducted for
each of the three venues. These comparisons showed significantly more
adults present during observations of students in the locker/hall venue than
in either the cafeteria or dance venue. There was no difference in the
number of adults present in the cafeteria or dance venue. Thus, contrary to
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Table 3
Planned Cross-School Comparisons for Bullying

Behaviors: School 1 Versus School 2

Behavior Cafeteria Locker/Hall Dance

Tease/taunt t(84) = 7.22*** t(77) = 4.51*** t(64) = 3.07**
Physical aggression-general t(101) = 4.35*** t(99) = 3.16** t(62) = 3.28**
Verbal aggression-general t(116) = 3.99*** t(77) = 1.31 t(83) = 2.21*
Submissive/passive t(80) = 5.74*** t(102) = 4.23*** t(62) = 3.57**

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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what was expected, the number of adults present in a venue does not deter-
mine rates of aggression.

Does Bullying Occur at the Middle School Dance?

Because of the unique nature of our school dance venue, we wanted to
look more specifically at bullying behaviors and their occurrences within
this venue. Again, because of their low frequency, incidents of aggression
rather than rates of aggression were analyzed. In addition, for in-depth
analysis within this venue, we chose to examine only the behavior of
children who scored high on measures of aggression, the bullies, at the
dance. Students who scored .8 standard deviations above the mean for their
school on rates of aggression as measured by peer nomination data were
classified as bullies (Pellegrini et al., 1999). We chose to examine only the
“school bullies” because of the low rates of aggression observed overall.
We believed that focusing on these children would give a picture of bully-
ing behavior at the school dance that may have been lost if we observed the
behaviors of all children. Last, because of the infrequent number of inci-
dents of aggression observed at School 2, only data from the bullies who
attended the dances at School 1 (n = 13, all male) could be examined. This,
unfortunately, leaves us with quite a small sample size, but we believe this
is still a valuable analysis because it helps us to see if bullies engage in bul-
lying behaviors in a purely social venue like the dance.

A univariate repeated measures analyses on incidents of bullying behavior
was conducted for the sample of students classified as bullies at School 1. In
many cases, the assumption of sphericity was violated; therefore all omnibus
statistics and degrees of freedom were adjusted using the Huhyn-Feldt adjust-
ment (Keppel, 1991). This analysis resulted in a significant effect of venue,
F(2, 73) = 21.07, p < .001, η2 = .305, but no significant interaction between
venue and behavior, F(5, 73) = 2.13, p > .05. The average incidences of bul-
lying behavior for bullies at School 1 are presented in Table 4.

Next, three planned comparisons were conducted comparing the cafete-
ria and locker/hall venues, the locker/hall and dance venues, and the cafe-
teria and dance venues. These comparisons revealed significant difference
in overall bullying behavior in the cafeteria and the locker/hall venues,
t(63) = 4.52, p < .001; in cafeteria and the dance venues, t(51) = 5.44,
p < .01; and in the dance and the locker/hall venues, t(51) = 2.11, p < .05.
Thus, consistent with data explored in Question 1, bullies tend to victimize
the least at the school dances and the most in the cafeteria.
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How Does Status as a Bully
or Victim Influence Dance Attendance?

Again, students who scored .8 standard deviations above or below the mean
for their school on rates of aggression and victimization as measured by the
peer nominations scales were classified as either victims or bullies (Pellegrini
et al., 1999). Children were defined as dance attendees if they had attended
approximately one-third or more of all dances held at their school; all others
were considered nonattendees. Results of a chi-square analysis indicate that
students classified as victims at School 1 (n = 14) were significantly less likely
to attend dances, χ2 = 7.14, p < .01. Indeed, only 14% of the victims at School
1 were found to attend the school dances. This pattern was not observed at
School 2, χ2 = 0.33, p >.05, where 58% of victims (n = 12) were found to fre-
quently attend the school dances. There was no significant difference in the
likelihood of students classified as bullies attending dances at School 1 (n = 16),
χ2 = 0.25, p > .05, nor at School 2 (n = 11), χ2 = 0.82, p > .05, with 56% and
64% of the bullies attending the dance at School 1 and 2 respectively. Thus, the
bullies at both schools attended the school dances; however, it was only at
School 2 that victims attended the dances. Given the previous findings of
greater bullying at School 1, it is perhaps not surprising that victims were less
likely to attend dances at that school.

Next, independent t tests were conducted to compare students who fre-
quently attended the middle school dances with those who did not based on
peer nominations of aggression and victimization, and temperament rat-
ings. Again, Levene’s test (Keppel, 1991) was used to examine the assump-
tion of homogeneity of variance. In the event the assumption was violated
adjusted t values and degrees of freedom are reported. Table 5 lists the
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Table 4
Average Incidents of Bullying Behaviors for Bullies at School 1

Behavior Cafeteria Locker/Hall Dance

Tease/taunt 4.56 2.50 1.15
(3.88) (2.92) (2.19)

Physical aggression-general 1.44 0.94 0.15
(1.50) (1.44) (0.38)

Verbal aggression-general 1.13 0.37 0.08
(1.31) (0.62) (0.28)

Submissive/passive 2.31 0.31 0.31
(2.24) (0.48) (0.48)

Note: The data in parentheses represent standard deviations for the presented means.
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means and standard deviations for those children from School 1 and School
2 who frequently attended dances and those who did not attend the dances.
These results show that children who were victimized in the form of teas-
ing and taunting were significantly less likely to attend the School 1 dances.
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Table 5
Characteristics of Students Who Attended the Middle School Dances

Dance Attendeesa Nonattendeesb

Peer Nominations X
–

SD X
–

SD t Values

School 1
Bullies other kids 3.27 4.32 3.14 4.93 t(76) = –.127
Gets in fights 1.58 2.41 1.65 3.10 t(76) = .101
Says mean things 1.68 2.07 1.49 2.05 t(76) = –.421
Victimized by other kids 2.29 3.52 5.24 6.65 t(53) = 2.41*
Hits or pushes .781 1.82 .811 1.39 t(76) = .082
Teased .634 1.39 1.95 3.02 t(50) = 2.42*
Picked on .878 2.08 2.49 3.37 t(59) = 2.51*

Perry ratings
Bullies other kids 21.68 19.10 19.95 19.05 t(76) = –.402 
Victimized by other kids 12.92 12.39 24.49 21.35 t(57) = 2.88**
Isolated 7.83 7.27 15.6 13.04 t(52) = 3.04**
Cries or is sad 5.78 4.88 8.50 6.53 t(67) = 1.97

Temperament ratings
Activity level 30.00 11.03 29.73 10.29 t(74) = –1.04
Adaptability 39.39 6.90 35.43 8.06 t(74) = –2.31*
Emotionality 32.02 8.09 31.40 8.82 t(74) = –.322

School 2
Bullies other kids 2.72 3.23 2.76 5.67 t(56) = .028
Gets in fights 1.14 1.57 1.57 3.27 t(25) = .576
Says mean things 1.59 1.86 1.19 2.46 t(56) = –.705
Victimized by other kids 2.35 2.95 2.86 3.90 t(56) = .558
Teased .811 1.39 1.09 1.61 t(56) = .707
Picked on .865 1.55 1.19 1.86 t(56) = .715
Hits or pushes .676 1.38 .571 1.43 t(56) = –.273

Perry ratings
Bullies other kids 14.83 12.86 16.65 23.84 t(54) = .372
Victimized by other kids 9.34 8.71 16.52 16.50 t(29) = 1.85
Isolated 4.33 3.61 8.19 7.04 t(27) = 2.32*
Cries or is sad 3.81 2.62 4.71 3.22 t(41) = 1.00

Temperament ratings
Activity level 26.59 9.21 29.16 11.51 t(54) = .905
Adaptability 39.06 6.79 35.16 8.13 t(54) = –1.90
Emotionality 30.95 5.90 30.11 7.19 t(54) = –.468

Note: School 1 an = 41, bn = 37. School 2 an = 37, bn = 21.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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These nonattendees were also rated as being isolated in school and were
rated by teachers as lacking in adaptability skills.

These findings, however, were not repeated at School 2. At School 2, the
children who did not attend the school dances were found only to be sig-
nificantly more isolated than those children who did attend the dances.
Thus, at School 2, being the target of victimization did not result in less
dance attendance.

Discussion

The purpose of this article was to explore the social contexts of bullying
and victimization in less-structured venues associated with school and com-
pare rates of bullying behaviors and cooperative behaviors in these venues.
In addition, we examined more in depth the amount of bullying that
children classified as bullies by peer nomination data engaged in at the
school dance venue.

Analyses of yearlong observational data revealed that all behaviors varied
as an effect of venue. Specifically, the social nonbullying behaviors, cooper-
ative interaction and rough-and-tumble play, occurred most often in the dance
setting. All bullying behaviors occurred more often in the cafeteria and least
often in the dance. We also found that children classified as bullies engaged
in bullying behavior very little at the school dance and that bullies attended
dances at both schools; however, victims attended dances only at the school
with the lowest overall amount of bullying. An examination of the teacher
temperament ratings revealed that nonattendees at School 1 tended to score
lower on Adaptability and Isolation ratings. Likewise, nonattendees at School
2 scored lower than attendees on ratings of Isolation.

The finding that acts of bullying are infrequently observed in less structured
school settings in comparison to nonbullying behaviors is an important one to
note as so much has been made about bullying. In fact, our findings suggest
the children in our study who were labeled as bullies spent most of their
time in these less-structured settings engaging in nonbullying behavior. On
the other hand, however, research has found significant effects of such bul-
lying behavior, no matter how infrequent, on the targets of such behavior.
The targets of school bullying usually report thinking negatively about
themselves; they report feeling stupid, ashamed, and unattractive as well as
lonely and abandoned at school. Being the target of bullying behavior can
have immediate effects, such as the avoidance of school and other social sit-
uations. In addition, victimization in school can have long-term effects in
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that childhood social adjustment has been shown to be a significant predic-
tor of later maladjustment. Thus, school bullying—however infrequent—
needs to be controlled.

Along these lines, we believe one of the most important findings of this
study is that school environments make a difference in terms of bullying
behavior. Contrary to what we expected, we found the environments in our
two schools with greater numbers of adults did not have lower amounts of
bullying behavior. In our post hoc examination of the number of adults pre-
sent in each venue, we found significantly more adults present during obser-
vations of students in the locker/hall venue than in either the cafeteria or
dance venue. There was no difference in the number of adults present in the
cafeteria or dance venue, the venues with the most and least amount of bul-
lying, respectively. This was contrary to what was expected, that the number
of adults present in a venue does not determine rates of bullying behavior as
we found the highest rates of bullying in the cafeteria and the lowest at the
dance. Perhaps this is because as Olweus (1993) found “teachers do relatively
little to put a stop to bullying at school” (p. 60). Further observational
studies may want to examine correlations between actual adult proximity/
supervision and specific behaviors observed.

Differences in the rates of bullying behaviors observed across the three
venues may also reflect different peer group patterns of interaction.
Because of the exploratory nature of this study, our data are limited in pro-
viding opportunities to examine alternative hypotheses about the nature of
each context with regard to adult-child and peer interactions. However, we
hypothesize differences anecdotally discussed among observers, along
other dimensions that contribute to explaining this pattern. On examination
of our qualitative portraits of each venue, we discussed how in the dance
venue students were often in closer proximity to their preferred peers com-
pared with the cafeteria venue. In the dance venue, students were free to
socialize with any other student present and had more autonomy in regard
to their own behavior. Again, only at the dance were students free to “run
and chase their friends.” This was in stark contrast to the cafeteria where
students were required to sit with their fifth-period class and were occa-
sionally seated according to a seating chart the teacher had designed as part
of a “silent lunch” punishment. We often noticed that students characterized
by teachers and observers as “quiet” and “good” were frequently paired
next to students who were characterized as “loud” and as causing “prob-
lems.” Although this behavior management strategy may have been suc-
cessful in reducing the overall chatter in the cafeteria (as well as the
likelihood of rough play; Pellegrini, 1994), it may have created contexts for
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children who are targets of bullying behavior to be placed in closer prox-
imity to children who engage in bullying behavior. Further studies may
want to consider the role of proximity to peers and teachers’ behavior man-
agement strategies as moderating factors for students’ engagement in vic-
timization behavior.

Related to this idea of proximity to preferred peers is the extent to which
students are afforded autonomy in regard to their own behavior. In this
study, the cafeteria represented the most structured and controlled of these
less-structured school settings. Although in the cafeteria students were able
to socialize, they were expected to remain seated with their class, and adults
seated at neighboring tables monitored their behavior. The dance venue, on
the other hand, represented the least structured of the three environments.
In the dance venue, the adult supervisors (the teachers) stayed on the sides
of the gym often gathering in groups and talking. Students were allowed to
gather into large groups, talk as loudly as they wanted, run, jump, and play.
Students were also allowed to move about the gym at will and socialize
with anyone. In addition, the dance afforded increased opportunities for
cross-sex interactions (Pellegrini, 2001)—as stated in the description,
“students were often seen dragging their friends to dance with the boy or
girl they liked”—and vertical interactions with older peers. Moreover, the
students had the option of attending or not attending the dance.
Accordingly, the dances led to the highest amount of social behaviors,
including cooperative interaction and rough-and-tumble play. Surprisingly,
however, the dance venue was associated with the least amount of bullying
behavior, whereas the cafeteria, the most structured setting, was associated
with the greatest amount of bullying behavior.

In line with this is our finding that children classified as bullies engaged
in very little bullying behavior at the dance. Even with our small sample
size (n = 13, at School 1) this finding is encouraging. However, despite this,
we found that victims choose to attend the dance only at School 2, the
school with the lowest overall rates of bullying behavior. This combined
with the teacher temperament ratings, which suggest that dance nonatten-
dees were more isolated at both Schools 1 and 2 and also lower in adapt-
ability at School 1, and prior research, which indicates that victims of
school bullying may have underdeveloped peer interaction skills, is a cause
for concern. Attendance at school dances may allow victimized children to
develop and practice the social skills they seem to lack. Regardless of one’s
definition of social competence, researchers generally agree that social
competence can come only from increasing expertise in social interactions
with peers. The consequences of victims’ avoidance of the dance may be
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creating a greater gap between their social abilities and those of their same-
aged peers who choose to attend the dances. In addition, attendance at the
dances could be used to develop new friendships and establish a protective
network.

Indeed, the school dance was not only relatively free from victimization
but also provided the best opportunity for the students to engage in non-
bullying social interactions, such as cooperative behavior and rough-and-
tumble play. Pellegrini (1994) suggests that this rough-and-tumble play
behavior allows children to experience the reciprocal role taking and posi-
tive affect associated with such play. Pellegrini and Smith (1998) suggest
that rough-and-tumble play behavior teaches children to decode and encode
their playmates’ more subtle social and emotional cues, providing children
with important social skills. In addition, Pellegrini (2003) suggests that
intersexual rough-and-tumble play may serve as a form of heterosexual
interaction used by early adolescents to “break down sex-segregation barri-
ers” (p. 1531). These benefits, however, can occur only if victimized
children attend the school dances, as at School 2. This was not the case at
School 1 where victimized students choose not to attend the school dances.
Further studies of peer victimization at the middle school dance may want
to include qualitative interviews of victims to ascertain their reasoning
behind decisions for attendance or nonattendance. We suspect that despite
the fact that bullying did not occur at the dance for victimized children, no
school venue is safe, and therefore the victimized children at School 1 may
have chosen not to attend the school dances as a means of self-protection.
This combined with these children’s need for social interactions to develop
necessary social skills may be yet another reason that it is important to deter
and prevent bullying behaviors in schools.

Before concluding, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of this
study and to identify directions for further research. First, our data were
drawn from a single school district, and the population of this school and
of our sample reflected little diversity in ethnicity. With regard to our sam-
ple characteristics, there is no way of knowing why 53% of the school’s
population did not agree to participate in the project. And as we did not
have consent for their project participation, there is no way of knowing if
these nonparticipating children were different from those whose parents
agreed to participation. On the one hand, we view our sampling methodol-
ogy, in which observers coded any act of aggression on our focal students,
as providing robust data given the within-district sampling limitation.
However, further studies interested in examining the social contexts of
bullying will need to consider the extent to which our findings can be
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generalized to a more diverse populations of students, including students of
different racial (Graham & Juvonen, 1998, 2001, 2002; Swaim, Henry, &
Baez, 2004; Xie, Farmer, & Cairns, 2003), sexual orientation (Clarke,
Kitzinger, & Potter, 2004), and ability/disability status (Lahema, 2004; Shea
& Wiener, 2003).

In addition, the small sample size (n = 13) examined for the follow-up
to Question 1—Does bullying occur at the middle school dance?—limits
the generalizability of the finding that bullies rarely bully at the school
dance. However, it should be noted that the findings of this analysis are
very consistent with the findings of Question 1 (n = 95). Overall, the results
of both of these analyses lend support to the findings that bullying behav-
iors occur most often in the cafeteria and least often in the dance venue.

Other limitations include the fact that our definitions of bullying were
limited to physical and verbal forms of aggression. Researchers studying
gender differences in aggressive behavior argue girls may engage in a social
form of aggression based on exclusion (Crick, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter,
1995; Grotpeter & Crick, 1996; Yoon, Barton, & Taiarol, 2004). Further
studies may want to explore the use and frequency of relational aggression
within unstructured school venues. Finally, the purpose of this study was to
examine, using observational data, which middle school students chose to
attend the school dances and what types of behaviors they engaged in with
their peers while at the dance. In our interpretations, we have speculated as
to why students may or may not have chosen to attend the dances and why
they may have chosen to engage in certain behaviors. Students may have
chosen not to attend the dances or after-school activities for a number of
reasons (illness, working, studying, feeling shy, friends aren’t going, afraid
to go). Further studies may want to employ qualitative interview methods
to follow up with victims who chose not to attend dances to identify
whether fear of victimization is indeed the main source of nonattendance.

Notes

1. Before beginning analyses, the data were screened for outliers using studentized resid-
ual, Cook’s distance, and Leverage values (Pedhazur, 1991). Findings revealed no influential
data points.

2. Prior to combining scores, we examined the intercorrelation of these scores for all
venues. Although in the locker/hall and cafeteria, solitary and cooperative behaviors were
intercorrelated, they were not at the dance. We believed this was due in large part to the low
frequency of solitary behaviors observed at the dance, including no incidents of solitary
onlooker behaviors. Likewise for cooperative behaviors, although we observed a great deal of
cooperative behavior there were no incidents of game behavior.
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