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Abstract

Introduction: On average, one in four students 
in US schools are part of immigrant families, and 
school is the main place they engage with US-
born peers. Their ability to thrive in the classroom 
can be impacted by both bullying and support of 
peers and teachers. Objective: This paper sought 
to understand the relationships between bullying 
victimization, bullying prevention programs, and 
school mental health staff on classroom peer support, 
noting differences among immigrant and US-born 
students. Methodology: Data are from 7 881 fifth 
to tenth graders from The Health Behavior in School 
Children (HBSC) cross-sectional survey. Stata was 
used to run descriptive statistics, t-tests, and a 
Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM) to examine the 
extent to which different supports, victimizations, 
and demographics influence the level of peer support 
that students sense in the classroom. Results and 
discussion: Results indicate no difference in levels 
of peer support between immigrant and US-born 
students. However, the influence of interpersonal 
bullying victimization had a negative relationship 
with peer support for both US-born and immigrant 
students across multiple models. Similarly, bullying 
prevention programs were a significant predictor 
of increased peer support across multiple models. 
Conclusion: Implications suggest more research 
on the topic, and advocacy for bullying prevention 
programs that are peer led and intentionally account 
for immigrant students.
Keywords: Student; immigrant; bullying; peer sup-
port

Resumen

Introducción: En promedio, uno de cada cuatro estudiantes 
en las escuelas de los Estados Unidos son parte de familias 
inmigrantes, y la escuela es el lugar principal donde se rela-
cionan con sus compañeros nacidos en los Estados Unidos. 
Su capacidad para prosperar en el aula puede verse afectada, 
tanto por el acoso como por el apoyo de sus compañeros y 
maestros. Objetivo: Este documento buscó comprender las 
relaciones entre los programas de prevención de bullying 
y el personal de salud mental de escuelas en el apoyo de 
compañeros en el aula, señalando las diferencias entre los 
estudiantes inmigrantes y los nacidos en los Estados Unidos. 
Metodología: Los datos provienen de 7 881 estudiantes de 
quinto a décimo grado de la encuesta transversal The Health 
Behavior in School Children (HBSC). Stata se utilizó para 
ejecutar estadísticas descriptivas, pruebas t y un Modelo 
Lineal Jerárquico (HLM) para examinar la medida en qué 
los diferentes apoyos, victimizaciones y demografía influyen 
en el nivel de apoyo de los compañeros que los estudiantes 
sienten en el aula. Resultados y discusión: Los resultados 
indican que no hay diferencia en los niveles de apoyo de los 
compañeros, entre los estudiantes inmigrantes y los nacidos 
en los Estados Unidos. Sin embargo, la influencia de la 
victimización interpersonal por bullying tuvo una relación 
negativa con el apoyo entre compañeros, tanto para estu-
diantes nacidos en Estados Unidos como para inmigrantes, 
a través de múltiples modelos. Conclusiones: Las implica-
ciones sugieren más investigación sobre el tema y también 
más defensa de los programas de prevención del bullying 
que son dirigidos por pares e intencionalmente dan cuenta 
de los estudiantes inmigrantes.
Palabras clave: Estudiante; inmigrante; bullying; nivel de 
apoyo de los compañeros
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IntroductIon

Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights-UDHR states the importance 
of free education for all children that promotes “understanding, tolerance and friendship 
among all nations, racial or religious groups, and … the maintenance of peace” (United 
Nations-UN, 2015, p. 54). This statement is important to keep in mind because research 
shows that many immigrant youth struggle to enroll (Evans et al., 2019; Booi et al., 2016), 
and subsequently thrive in public schools across the US (Feng et al., 2002; Maynard et 
al., 2016; Nakman et al., 2023; Szlyk et al., 2020).

As discussed below, the immigrant poulation in the US is large (The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation-AECF, 2021), and they disproportionality experience challenges around social 
support and bullying (Maynard et al., 2016; Stewart et al., 2008; Strang & Quinn, 2019). 
Therefore, the author posits the research questions addressed in this paper around peer 
support, bullying victimizations, and school support systems (counselors and bullying 
prevention programs) to add to the academic literature on the topic.

LIterature revIew

One out of every four children in the US are part of an immigrant family (AECF, 2021), 
and school is the first place that many of them are able to meet and interact socially 
with US-born children. Immigrant students are often overcoming challenges that may be 
unknown to their teachers. For example, many immigrant and refugee youth arrive to the 
US with limited or interrupted formal schooling, trauma histories, limited literacy skills, 
and unfamiliarity with the rules and expectations of the school (Markham, 2012; Szlyk 
et al., 2020; Socha et al., 2016). Additionally, immigrant students had fewer educational 
resources at home such as a school desk, textbooks, dictionary, or calculator, than their 
native-born peers (Chiu et al., 2012), which left them feeling unprepared for classroom 
learning and behind their peers. Nonetheless, research supports the idea that school 
social workers and counselors, especially ones that are culturally similar to the school 
children provide benefit to the adjustment to a new school (Attia et al., 2023; Rodriguez 
et al., 2020).

Friendship, social support, and social inclusion are important aspects of a healthy and 
happy life. Refugee youth in the United States are generally lacking social networks at 
the time of arrival and experience social isolation (Stewart et al., 2008; Strang & Quinn, 
2019). Social connections can emerge from participation in school as well as activities such 
as church, sports, and the arts (Socha et al., 2016), and when present, they are crucial 
protective factors for a successful life in the US (Rossiter & Rossiter, 2009). These con-
nections can increase sense of well-being (Correa-Velez et al., 2010), as well as eventual 
educational attainment (Devonald et al., 2021; Roth, 2015), and employment (Beaman, 
2011; Hanley et al., 2018).

School is the primary interaction point between immigrant youth and people outside of 
their family (Birman et al., 2007; Crea et al., 2018). In school, immigrant students who 
lack meaningful connection to their peers and/or teachers may become disengaged in the 
classroom academics (Kim & Suárez-Orozco, 2015). Immigrant students may struggle to 
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both: (1) build same-culture friendships which can provide significant identity formation 
and support, and to (2) build friendships with US-born students which are more likely to 
make them popular (Reynolds & Crea, 2017). Conversely, supportive relationships with 
teachers and peers alike can help immigrant students to learn English and improve 
academic performance (Kim & Suárez-Orozco, 2015).

Bullying is a common (Feng et al., 2022; National Center for Education Statistics-NCES, 
2020), and negative experience (Side & Johnson, 2014; Martin-Pérez & gascón-Cánovas, 
2021; Maynard et al., 2016; Threlfall & Auslander, 2023), for many students in US schools. 
Being bullied is an isolating experience and can lead to suicide (Side & Johnson, 2014), 
and therefore is something that social workers and school advocates need to be concerned 
with. Threlfall & Auslander (2023) found that bullying led to negative social and educa-
tional outcomes among black students who also experience discrimination in school. When 
looking at bullying it is important to not only look at the prevalence and predictors, but 
to understand how it makes the victim feel, what the policies say, and what we can do 
about it (Side & Johnson, 2014). Students felt that being bullied changed them and the 
way they viewed themselves (Side & Johnson, 2014). For some students, this ‘ownership’ 
of the bullying creates a desire to change for the ability to fit in, rather than to be true to 
oneself (Side & Johnson, 2014). Nonetheless, school-based group interventions that focus 
on adjustment and connection between students can help open the doors to talk about and 
minimize bullying among (Ma et al., 2023).

Students born outside the US were more likely to be victims of bullying than US-born 
students (Maynard et al., 2016). Additionally, the impact of this bullying led immigrant 
youth to report interpersonal, socioemotional and health problems (including substance 
use) at higher rates (Maynard et al., 2016). Similarly, immigrant students who do not 
speak English at home are more likely to be bullied in school due to their religion and race 
(yu et al., 2003). Side and Johnson (2014) recommend that schools do not view bullying 
as an individual issue but rather as a problem that schools should tackle in a proactive 
manner through vision statements, policy, and behavior change. More specifically, they 
recommend that young people should be involved in creating policies and creating change 
(Side & Johnson, 2014). However, Reynolds and Crea (2017) found that school level fac-
tors such as school size and cultural composition within the school were not significant 
predictors of positive integration for immigrant students.

Theoretical framework: Un/welcomeness and social dominance theory

This study is guided by two theories. Barillas-Chón (2010) discuss the way that immi-
grants can be both welcomed and unwelcomed at the same time by their receiving com-
munities. This is an important concept when we think about peer support in school settings 
as welcoming relationships with peers are key. Social dominance theory discusses unequal 
power between different groups (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999), and this could contribute to 
bullying among immigrant students. 

In the context of US schools, Barillas-Chón (2010) explains how Latinx immigrant stu-
dents are placed at the margins in their Newcomer/ESL classes, or within social settings 
such as the cafeteria. ESL classrooms can provide a positive role of inclusion and same-
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ness for immigrant youth (Barillas-Chón, 2010). In the home and family environment, 
as well as the Latinx community, Latino men mentioned a sense of privilege and pride, 
but felt marginalized in the community at-large when people see them first as poor, or as 
an immigrant, struggling to fulfil the ideal of a breadwinner for the family (Hondagneu-
Sotelo, 2017). Based on these understandings of racial marginalization, the author expands 
the ideas to the immigrant population in this study —school aged children— looking at 
the ideas of how children interact in the classroom, and the variable around classroom 
peer support. At the same time, school policies and practices that welcome the newcomer 
—in this case presence of counselors and bullying prevention programs— are key to 
understanding the macro level of school welcome. Barillas-Chón’s (2010) theory of ‘unwel-
comness’ emphasizes the need to analyze and understand the dynamics around bullying 
victimization for the immigrant population in schools.

Discrimination, oppression, and brutality have become all too common in the world 
(Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Intergroup relations, and social dominance theory is one 
attempt to rationalize why these behaviors occur and why everyone seems to accept it 
(Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). At the individual level, social dominance orientation is a per-
son’s unique belief system in the dominance, attitudes, ideologies, and memberships to 
which they belong or identify (Sidanius & Pratto, 2011). Societal hierarchy is often based 
upon racism, sexism, nativity, or socioeconomic status and are present in the educational 
systems, in addition to others such as the housing market, and criminal justice system 
(Sidanius & Pratto, 2011). Social dominance theory can be seen as a reason why bully-
ing occurs between immigrant and US-born youth. Therefore, in this study the author 
draws on the theory of social dominance as a rational for including measures of bully-
ing and bullying prevention programs as independent variables. In today’s society, it is 
important to consider that there are interactions both in person and in the virtual world, 
and therefore the study includes analysis of cyberbullying in addition to more traditional 
bullying in school.

The current study

The preceding literature review highlights the need for immigrant students to maintain 
social relationships and support inside of (Kim & Suárez-Orozco, 2015; Reynolds & Crea, 
2017), and outside of school (Rossiter & Rossiter, 2009; Correa-Velez et al., 2010; Socha et 
al., 2016), and articulates the role that bullying can play in the lives of students (yu et al., 
2003; Maynard et al., 2016). Some studies show the importance of considering school level 
factors (Side & Johnson, 2014), while others found these to not be significant (Reynolds 
& Crea, 2017).

Harel-Fisch et al. (2011) used the same dependent measure as this study. They 
found that being a victim of bullying was significantly associated with the quality of 
relationships with fellow-students (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011). Specifically, they found 
that students who are bullied are 2.8 times less likely to think students are kind and 
helpful, and 5.2 times less likely to feel that their peers accept them (Harel-Fisch et al., 
2011). The author aims to build upon this study in the following ways: using a multilevel 
analysis (Hierarchical Linear Model-HLM), as children are nested within schools, and 
introduce school level variables as predictors.
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The author aims to investigate the differences between immigrant and US-born students 
in respect to their social support in school. Additionally, the author will use the items of 
peer supports as a scale rather than each question individually. The research questions 
are as follows: 1) Do immigrant students feel more or less peer support in the classroom 
than their native-born peers? 2) To what extent are school supports helpful in increasing 
classroom peer support, and how does the effect of school supports vary for immigrant 
students and their native-born peers? And 3) To what extent do bullying victimization and 
bullying prevention programs influence peer support in the classroom, and how do they 
vary for immigrant students and their native-born peers?

MethodoLogy

Data 

The Health Behavior in School Children (HBSC) cross-sectional survey has been con-
ducted since 1982 in countries around the world in collaboration with the World Health 
Organization (WHO-Euro) (Inchley et al., 2018; Iannotti, 2013). During the 2009-2010 
school year, surveys were conducted in 42 countries (Inchley et al., 2018), and the 
nationally representative survey conducted in the United States is being used for this 
assessment. 

The 2009-2010 U.S.-based assessment included youth in 5th to 10th grades with the 
goal of promoting health policy and programs at the local, state and national levels 
(Iannotti, 2013). The sample of students is nationally representative and was collected 
from public, Catholic, and other private schools in all 50 states and Washington D.C. 
(Iannotti, 2013). A list of schools was obtained from Quality Education Data, Inc., and 
school districts were stratified within each Census Division. The primary sampling unit 
was 1 302 school districts, of which 94 were randomly selected. All private and Catholic 
schools were eligible within the 94 school districts selected, and a stratified sample of 
314 unique schools was chosen randomly. In the third stage of sampling, one to four 
classrooms (average of two) were randomly selected from each school, where all students 
in the class participated (Iannotti, 2013). The total sample consists of 12 642 children 
nested within 314 schools. 

Measurement

The outcome variable, peer support in the classroom, is a scale created from three ques-
tions about the student’s classmates (The students in my class(es) enjoy being together; 
Most of the students in my class(es) are kind and helpful; Other students accept me as 
I am.) each of which is measured on a 5 point Likert scale. The inter-item reliability of the 
scale is 0.93 for the overall school population and 0.89 for the subpopulation of immigrants, 
showing it is a strong measure. In order to reduce multicollinearity, the centering point 
for the scale of peer support in the classroom is zero (ie. youth who answered “strongly 
disagree” to all questions implying that there was little to no support received from their 
peers).
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Interpersonal bullying victimization is a summed score of frequency for bullying victim-
ization across seven survey items (i.e,. called names or teased; left out of things; physical 
bullying; telling lies; bullied due to race; bullied due to religion; bullied in the context of 
sexual jokes). For each question, the student ranked the frequency of these items from 
“I have not been bullied in this way in the past couple months” to “several times a week”. 
The inter-item reliability is 0.86 for the total sample, and 0.89 for the subsample of immi-
grant students. For the scale of interpersonal bullying victimization, a youth who indicated 
“I have not been bullied in this way in the past couple months” for all eleven questions was 
seen as the zero point (n = 3877). The cyberbullying scale is composed of four questions (ie. 
bullied via a computer at school; bullied using a cell phone at school; bullied via a computer 
outside of school; bullied using a cell phone outside of school) and yields an inter-item reli-
ability of 0.92 for the entire sample, and 0.93 for the subsample of immigrant students. The 
majority of students (89%, n = 7018) had not been a victim of cyberbullying in the past few 
months and therefore this scale was dichotomized to yes (1) or no (0) for analyses.

School-level variables included urbanicity, presence of counselors, and presence of bully-
ing prevention programs. Each school was coded according to its geographical urbanicity, 
as reported by the school administrator. Due to small cell sizes, I combined large central 
city, mid-size city and urban fringe of large city into ‘urban’, urban fringe of mid-size city 
and large town into ‘suburban’, and small town and rural into ‘rural’; and then these were 
dummy coded for analyses. The reference group is rural. Each administrator was asked 
about the presence of school counselors, and the number of hours that they are in the school 
each week. Due to small cell counts, the number of hours that counselors are present in 
the schools was dichotomized to less than 21 hours (0) and more than 21 hours (1). 

Demographic control variables included nativity, gender, and age. Students were asked if 
they were born in the US so that no indicated an immigrant (0), and yes indicated US-born 
(1). gender is male (0) and female (1), the sample did not consist of other gender identities. 
For the purposes of these analyses age was broken down into the following categories: 11 
or younger, 12, 13, 14, or 15 and older; and age was grand mean centered. given the large 
number of students in the sample, listwise deletion was used.

Analytic Methods

Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables were run to better understand 
the data. To examine the first research question, the correlation between peer support in 
the classroom and immigrant status using a t-test to see if there are significant differences 
between immigrant and native born children. 

To answer research questions two and three, a Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM) exam-
ines the extent to which different supports, victimizations, and demographics influence the 
level of peer support that students sense in the classroom. HLM models are uniquely used 
to take into account both individual level and school level variables. HLM yields standard 
errors that are more precise than ordinary least squares when assessing outcomes for 
students within schools (Hox et al., 2017). Immigrant status is used as an interaction effect 
for all variables of interest. I control for gender, age, and race. Deviance is used as the fit 
statistic to compare models. 
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The models are described in the Table 1. The first model is an unconditional model. The 
second model is an intercept-only model with all level one predictors. As part of finalizing 
my level one model, random intercepts were tested for both interpersonal and cyber bully-
ing victimization, as well as immigrant status. Conceptually, we could think that levels of 
bullying vary from one school to the next and therefore the level of classroom support slopes 
from that point. Likewise, each school will have a different intercept for peer support when 
bullying equals zero. Lastly, research supports the idea that immigrants’ level of peer sup-
port may start at a lower level than their native born peers due to language barriers and 
difficulty understanding norms in the school (Roy-Campbell, 2012; Szlyk et al., 2020). The 
level one model contains a fixed effect for both cyberbullying victimization and nativity, but 
a random slope for interpersonal bullying. The third model introduced all level two (school 
wide) predictors. Bullying prevention programs at the school level as well as each grade 
5th through 10th were all tested; because this is a little redundant and because only 5th 
and school-wide were significant predictors, the specific bullying prevention in grades six 
to ten were dropped from the model to increase model parsimony. 

In model 4, interaction terms were added for the individual level characteristics of inter-
personal bullying victimization and cyberbullying victimization, with nativity as a means 
to recognize the differences by immigrant status. Cross level interaction terms were also 
included for bullying prevention programs at the school, and in the fifth grade, with nativity. 
Models two through four are compared in Table 1 Below. 

tabLe 1. Hierarchical Linear Models.

Variables Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
 Interpersonal bullying victimization scale score. x x x
 Cyberbullying victimization scale score. x x x
 Nativity. x x x
 gender. x x x
 Race. x x x
 Age. x x x
School-wide bullying prevention program. x x
Bullying prevention 5th grade. x x
Urbanicity. x x
School Counselor less than 21 hours per week. x x
Interaction Terms.
 Immigrant x Interpersonal bullying victimization. x
 Immigrant × Cyber bullying victimization. x
 Immigrant × bullying prevention. x
 Immigrant × 5th grade bullying prevention. x
Random Components.
 Interpersonal Bullying slope. x x x

Source: Authors.
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resuLts and dIscussIon

Descriptive and Correlational Statistics

The average number of students who took the survey per school was 33.9 (min 4, 
max 91). Detailed information about individual level variables for the analytic sample 
can be found in Table 2, and school level variables in Table 3. The majority of the 
sample was born in the US, with 664 students (8.4%) born in another country. The 
social dominance theory introduced above, speaks to dynamics among members of a 
sub-group, and while the immigrant population in this data set is significant enough to 
study, they are clearly a minority and will feel the pressures of discrimination, oppres-
sion, bullying, and other challenges in creating positive peer relationships (Sidanius & 
Pratto, 1999). The sample is 49.5% female (n = 3,902) and 51.4% white (n = 4,053). The 
average score of classroom peer support across all schools is 8.1 (SD = 2.5 on a scale of 
0 to 12 with 12 being a very supportive environment). The average interpersonal bul-
lying victimization scale score across all schools was 2.6 (SD = 4.7), and cyberbullying 
score was 0.6 (SD = 2.1).

tabLe 2. Description of the individual characteristics for children in the final 
analytic sample (N = 7.881).

Variables n (%) Mean (SD) Range
Immigrants 664 (8.4%)
Female 3902 (49.5%)
Classroom Support Scale* 8.1 (2.5) 0, 12
Bullying Victimization
Interpersonal Bullying Victimization Scale** 2.6 (4.7) 0, 28
Cyber bullying victimization Scale** 0.6 (2.1) 0, 16

Age
11 or younger 1640 (10.8%)
Age 12 1387 (17.6%)
Age 13 1619 (20.5%)
Age 14 1432 (18.2%)
Age 15 or older 1803 (22.9%)

Race
White 4053 (51.4%)
Black or African American 1196 (15.2%)
Hispanic 1518 (19.3%)
Other/multiple races 1115(14.1%)

* A high score indicates more classroom support.
** A high scale score indicates frequent bullying.
Source: Authors.
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tabLe 3. Description of the school-level characteristics 
for youth included in final analytic sample (n = 250).

School-level Characteristics n (%) 
Bullying Prevention

School-wide Bullying Prevention Program in Place. 218 (89.3%)
Bullying Prevention in 5th grade. 51 (20.4%)

Hours of Counselors at School
Fewer than 21 hours per week. 18 (7.9%)
21+ hours per week. 211 (92.1%)

Urbanicity
Urban. 82 (32.9%)
Suburban. 86 (34.5%)
Rural. 81 (32.5%)

Source: Authors.

The majority of schools in the sample (n = 218, 89.3%) had a school-wide bullying prevention 
program in place at the time of the survey, and had a counselor, psychologist, or social worker 
who provides standard mental health and social services to students for at least 21 hours per 
week (n =211, 92.1%). The schools in the sample were fairly evenly split in their urbanicity 
with 82 (32.9%) identifying as urban, 86 (34.5%) as suburban and 81 (32.5%) as rural. Bullying 
was named a significant problem behaviors impacting children and teenagers by the Surgeon 
general over 20 years ago (Olweus, 1993; US Office of the Surgeon General-OSg, 2001) and 
since that time schools have placed a stronger emphasis on bullying prevention programs.

Table 4 shows the Pearson Correlation matrix for the variables in the final sample. The 
following pairwise correlations were of particular interest: There were significant positive 
correlations between interpersonal and cyberbullying (r = 0.61, p <.001). Many would think 
that being victim of both bullying and cyberbullying as identified here makes sense. Yet, this 
finding is contradictory to a study by John et al. (2023) found that the fewest people who were 
victim of bullying identified both (6.4%) as compared to those who were victim only in person 
(18.1%,) and only online (10.5%). There was also a positive correlation between urbanicity and 
Caucasian participants (r = 0.29, p <.001). There were significant negative correlations between 
age and bullying prevention in the 5th grade (r = –0.34, p <.001) as well as between classroom 
peer support and interpersonal bullying victimization (r = –0.29, p <.001). 

This finding is critical to the outcome of this study, emphasizing that as someone experiences 
more bullying, they feel a lower sense of peer support from those in their classroom. Van de Ven 
et al. (2023) notes the importance of peer support int eh aftermath of victimization in order to 
help children overcome and push forward. While some others were statistically significant, all 
other correlations were below 0.25 which indicates a weak relationship.

Peer Support 

In order to answer the first research question, a t-test was estimated to see the difference 
in mean classroom support scores between immigrant and US born students. This yielded a t 
value of 0.18 which is not significant showing that there is no statistically significant difference 
in the average classroom peer support scores between immigrant students (8.13) and US-born 
students (8.11). 
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tabLe 4. Pearson Correlation.

Classroom 
Support

Interpersonal 
Bully Victim

Cyberbully 
Victim

School - 
wide Bully 
Prevention

5th grade 
Bully 

Prevention 
Immigrant Female White Black /

AA Hispanic Other 
Race Age MH 

Counselor Urbanicity

Classroom 
Support 1.00

Inter-
personal 
Bully 
Victim

–0.29*** 1.00

Cyberbully 
Victim –0.11*** 0.61*** 1.00

School –
wide Bully 
Prevention

–0.03** 0.02 0.01 1.00

5th grade 
Bully 
Prevention

0.05*** 0.01 –0.01 0.12*** 1.00

Immigrant –0.001 –0.05*** –0.07*** –0.04*** 0.03** 1.00
Female –0.06*** 0.001 0.002 0.01 0.02* 0.01 1.00
White 0.02* –0.04*** –0.04*** –0.05*** 0.04*** 0.19*** –0.02 1.00
Black/AA –0.01 0.03*** 0.04*** 0.03** –0.05*** 0.02 0.01 –0.46*** 1.00
Hispanic 0.01 –0.02 0.01 0.04*** –0.02 –0.20 *** –0.01 –0.49 *** –0.23 *** 1.00

Other Race –0.03* 0.04*** –0.002 –0.01 0.01 –0.07 *** 0.02** –0.39 *** –0.18 *** –0.20 *** 1.00

Age –0.09*** –0.06*** 0.02* -0.05*** –0.34*** –0.03** –0.03*** –0.03** 0.03** 0.02 –0.01 1.00
MH 
Counselor 
Hours

–0.01 –0.02 0.01 0.03** –0.12** –0.03** –0.02* –0.0 5*** 0.02 0.04*** 0.001 0.10 *** 1.00

Urbanicity 0.01 0.01 –0.02 –0.03** –0.09*** 0.10 *** –0.001 0.29 *** –0.11 *** –0.23 *** –0.04 *** 0.001 –0.10 *** 1.00

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Source: Authors.
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The first hypothesis was that there would be significantly different levels of peer support 
between immigrant and US-born students, but the data and t-test did not support this 
hypothesis. Other research has shown differences in US-born and immigrant students as 
it relates to sense of belonging (a similar yet different construct), with that of immigrant 
students being weaker (Ham et al., 2017), and therefore this finding is surprising in a 
nationally representative sample.

Multilevel Analysis

The empty model (Model 1), yields an intraclass correlation of 0.053 indicating that 5.3% 
of the variance in classroom peer support is between schools. Therefore, a hierarchical 
linear model was utilized to explain away the variance between schools. The detailed 
results for three different models run can be found in Table 5.

tabLe 5. Hierarchical Linear Models for Peer Support in the Classroom 
(n = 7881 students in 232 schools).

Model 2
B (SE)

Model 3
B (SE)

Model 4
B (SE)

Intercept. 11.20 11.19 11.61
Child Level Fixed Effects.

  Interpersonal bullying victimization (never been bullied). –0.17*** (0.01) –0.20*** (0.01) –0.15*** (0.02)
  Cyberbullying victimization (never been bullied). 0.50*** (0.08) 0.43*** (0.09) 0.61 (0.31)
  Immigrant. –0.18* (0.09) –0.24* (0.10) –0.77 (0.46)
  Female. –0.33*** (0.05) –0.32*** (0.05) –0.33*** (0.05)
  Black or African American. 0.15 (0.07) 0.24** (0.09) 0.24** (0.09)
  Hispanic. 0.05 (0.07) 0.07 (0.08) 0.07 (0.08)
  Other/Multiple Races. –0.06 (0.07) –0.05 (0.08) –0.04 (0.08)
  Age (Age 11 or younger). –0.18*** (0.02) –0.17*** (0.03) –0.17*** (0.03)

School Level Fixed Effects.
 School-wide bullying prevention program. -- –0.32* (0.15) –0.94* (0.48)
 Bullying prevention 5th grade. -- 0.36** (0.11) 0.55 (0.29)
 Urbanicity. -- 0.10* (0.05) 0.11* (0.05)
 School Counselor less than 21 hours per week. –0.03 (0.14) 0.002 (0.14)

Interaction Terms.
  Immigrant × Interpersonal bullying victimization. -- -- –0.03 (0.02)
  Immigrant × Cyber bullying victimization. -- -- –0.13 (0.32)
  Immigrant × bullying prevention. -- -- 0.67 (0.46)
  Immigrant × 5th grade bullying prevention. -- -- –0.15 (0.27)

Random Components.
  Interpersonal Bullying slope. 0.01 -- –0.16
Deviance. 48685.0 32253.0 36342.9
Degrees of Freedom.
Intraclass (ICC) Correlation (standard error). 0.053 (0.01) 0.041 (0.01) 0.034 (0.01)

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Reference group is notated in parenthesis for all categorical variables 
with more than 2 options. Source: Authors.
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Bullying Victimization and Peer Support

Model 2 shows that nativity (–0.18, 0.09, p <.05), interpersonal bullying (–0.18, 
p < .001), cyberbullying (0.49, p <.001), gender (–0.33, p <.001), and age (–0.18, p < .001) 
are all as significant predictors of peer support. Therefore, for every one unit increase 
on the interpersonal bullying victimization scale score, age, or being US-born (rather 
than an immigrant) the model would expect a 0.2 point decrease on the scale score for 
peer support in the classroom. Results show a 0.3 lower peer support scale for female 
students as compared to their male counterparts. For each unit increase in cyberbul-
lying victimization scale score, the model expects a 0.5 point increase in peer support 
scale score. A random slope for interpersonal bullying victimization (0.006, p < .05) 
was tested and found to be significant, but small so removed from the model. The 
random intercept for interpersonal bullying was not significant (0.20), indicating that 
the estimate for the average student (11.17) applied well to all students, regardless of 
school. The cyberbullying and immigrant status were not significant, where cyberbul-
lying victimization was tested and yielded a fixed effect intercept of 11.21 and slope of 
0.48. Nativity yielded a fixed intercept of 11.19 and slope of –0.2, with no significant 
variability in the slope.

The author hypothesized that being a victim of bullying (interpersonal and cyber) would 
decrease a student’s perception of classroom peer support, and that the rates would be 
worse for immigrant students. The influence of interpersonal bullying victimization had 
a negative relationship with peer support across all models as expected. This is supported 
by the literature that indicates that bullying victimization has a large impact on the life 
of the student victim (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011; Side & Johnson, 2014; Maynard et al., 
2016). However, the relationship of cyberbullying was positive, and only significant in 
some models. This could be due to the fact that it is occurring online, and perhaps being 
outside of the classroom led to less of a factor in building relationships in person within 
the classroom.

School Supports: Bullying Prevention Programs and Mental Health Counselors

In Model 3, the school level predictors of classroom peer support were included to main-
tain the random slope for interpersonal bullying victimization and an unstructured cova-
riance. Again, many predictors were significant. At the individual level nativity (–0.23, 
p <.05), interpersonal bullying victimization (–0.18, p <.001), cyberbullying victimization 
(0.44, p <.001), gender (–0.31, p <.001), age (–0.13, p <.001), and self-identification as 
Black (0.24, p <.05) were all statistically significant predictors of classroom peer sup-
port. This means that for US-born students, females, those who are older, and victims of 
interpersonal bullying prevention the model would expect a lower peer support scale score. 
Attar-Schwartz et al. (2019) studied the same constructs (in opposite order) and found 
that students with a higher sense of support from their peers experienced less bulling. 
Whereas for students who identify as Black and for those who are victims of cyberbullying, 
a higher peer support scale score is expected.
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Results show that school-wide bullying prevention programs (–0.38, p <.05), and 
bullying prevention in 5th grade health education courses (0.33, p <.001) were sig-
nificant predictors of classroom peer support, when all other predictors were held 
constant. In this model the covariance between the interpersonal bullying and the 
school ID is -0.01 and is not statistically significant which tells me that the average 
is held constant across all schools. For someone who is an immigrant, male, scores 
a zero on both interpersonal and cyberbullying scale scores, of average age (13.0), 
lives in an urban district, and is at a school with no school-wide bullying prevention 
program or a 5th grade bullying prevention program, with a school counselor less 
than 21 hours per week, their predicted score on the classroom peer support scale 
would be 10.8.

The author hypothesized that school supports, namely bullying prevention programs, 
would increase levels of peer support. In multiple models, school-wide bullying pre-
vention programs as well as bullying prevention in 5th grade were significant positive 
predictors of peer support, however school-wide initiatives had a negative effect. For 
decades the literature has supported these programs and that is why they are com-
mon in most public schools today (Birman et al., 2007; Harel-Fisch et al., 2011; Ma 
et al., 2023; Maynard et al., 2016). Side and Johnson (2014) recommend that a policy 
on bullying should reflect: 1) the values of the school rather reinforce state legal obli-
gations, 2) the needs and views of the people it is built to protect, 3) that preventing 
and stopping bullying is the responsibility of the school community as a whole, and 
4) that the policy should be written with the influence and insight of young people 
themselves. Recent research by zambuto et al. (2022) suggests that peer led bullying 
prevention programs where one or more peer leaders is of an immigrant background 
had a significant impact on the reduction of bullying due to ethnicity. From the data 
set, the author does not have knowledge of whether the bullying prevention programs 
in place were youth-led, or if they intentionally incorporated the needs and views of 
immigrant students.

Model 4 includes interaction effects of variables (interpersonal bullying victimiza-
tion; cyberbullying victimization; school-wide bullying prevention program, and 
bullying prevention in 5th grade health education class) with nativity in order to test 
our hypotheses about the differences between the US-born and immigrant subpopula-
tions.

The results showed that each unit higher score in interpersonal bullying victimization 
score decreases the expected peer support score by 0.13 (p <.001) points. In this model, 
the interaction between interpersonal bullying victimization and nativity (p <.01), and 
the interaction between cyberbullying and nativity (p <.01) were found to be significant 
predictors of peer support for students. The expected peer support scale value would 
be 11.54 for a student who identifies as a white immigrant, is of average age, who has 
never been bullied in the past three months, who attends an urban school that offers 
no bullying prevention at the school level nor in the 5th grade and has school counselors 
for less than 21 hours per week.
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According to the interaction effects, cyberbullying has a more positive effect on the 
perceptions of peer support for immigrants than for native born students. This model 
included the random slope for interpersonal bullying victimization again, however there 
was not significant variance in the slop indicating that mean level of interpersonal bul-
lying victimization was similar across schools. 

The author hypothesized that the presence of mental health counselors would increase 
levels of peer support. With the current data set, the influence of school counselors had 
no significant effect on classroom levels of peer support. Yet, the literature emphasizes 
the importance they can play (Attia et al., 2023), especially when counselors are of 
similar linguistic or cultural backgrounds (Rodriguez et al., 2020). In a future study, 
it would be important to look at the influence of school counselors on the individual as 
some schools have these support people work primarily with individual students, and 
small groups, rather than having in the classroom and working on interventions at 
the mezzo level.

Fit statistics

Deviance was used to compare models, where generally speaking the lower the 
deviance the better fitting the model relative to the number of parameters in the 
model. Table 5 below shows the deviance for all models. All scores are similar other 
than the empty model which is expected to be the worst. The Intraclass Correlation 
Coefficient-ICC tells us how strongly the students within each school resemble each 
other (Kreft & De Leew, 1998). According to the results in Table 5 below, Model 4 
shows an ICC of 0.034 which is better than the ICC of 0.053 in the unconditional 
model indicating that our overall model does help to explain away the variance 
between schools.

Limitations

This study has limitations. First, the data is cross-sectional. Second, the data are 
old. However, the number of immigrant children in this data set is quite large, and 
the presence of other variables of interest still makes this study worthwhile. Third, 
the survey is self-report and depending on the age of the child their recall may be 
better or worse as some questions about frequency of events over multiple months. 
Fourth, the outcome variable of interest is not part of a standardized measure of 
peer support.

Lastly, the study asks if the student was born in the US, but does not ask about where 
they were born; their immigration status; or why they came to the US. Therefore, the 
author cannot glean any differences among immigrants from different regions of the 
world, of different legal statuses, or based on how long they have been in the US, all 
of which are important research questions for future research.
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Implications

More research is needed to understand the effectiveness of bullying prevention 
programs for immigrant students. More specifically, researchers and practitioners 
alike need to know more about the curriculum and if bullying for reasons related to 
race, ethnicity, nativity, and religion are explicitly addressed. Future data collection 
should include additional questions around the country of origin and immigration 
status so that researchers could assess if these differences influence bullying, peer 
support, etc. Longitudinal research would allow us to see the influence of the bullying 
prevention programs if data were collected before and after the students engage in 
the programs.

From a macro practice perspective, positive findings about bullying prevention 
programs can be utilized to advocate for more programming. Specifically, it is recom-
mended that more bullying prevention programs have immigrant facilitators in order 
to reduce ethnicity related acts of bullying (zambuto et al., 2022). Additionally, more 
research is needed to identify ways that the curriculum in bullying prevention pro-
grams can intentionally work to protect immigrant students as suggested by Ostrander 
et al. (2018). While there were not findings that directly relate staff in schools to peer 
support, there are many other benefits of this position. The school can help to advocate 
for funding, staff, and expertise around working with immigrant students. School staff, 
parents, and community members should advocate for the inclusion of these practices 
in schools.

concLusIons

given the number of immigrant students in US schools, more research needs to address 
the immigrant student experience. This paper sought to explore relationships among 
bullying victimization, and support systems (bullying prevention programs and school 
counselors) to assess their relationship with peer support in the classroom. Results show 
there is no statistically significant difference in the average level of classroom peer sup-
port between immigrant students and US-born students. Nativity and interpersonal 
bullying are significant predictors of lower level of classroom peer support. Interestingly, 
cyberbullying has a more positive effect on the perceptions of peer support for immigrants 
than for native born students. Implications suggest more advocacy for bullying prevention 
programs.
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