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Bullying among youth is a serious concern

• Affects 5.4 million U.S. students (22% of ages 12 – 18) 
(Lessne & Cidade, 2015)

• Bullying leads to decreased engagement and  
achievement, higher dropouts, depression, etc.

• Although some evidence that bullying decreased since 
2005 (Musu-Gillette et al., 2017), media reports and 
teacher surveys claim that racially- and sexually-
related bullying has increased since the 2016 
presidential election
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Reports of bullying related to the election 

4/11/2018 Huang / For discussion purposes only / AERA 2017 4

Source: https://www.buzzfeed.com/albertsamaha/kids-are-quoting-trump-to-bully-their-

classmates?utm_term=.ofemy2vLL#.coxRQ8xPP; https://www.cbsnews.com/news/post-trump-victory-

bullying-harassment-reported-schools/ ; https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/intelligence-

report/2017/trump-effect
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Widely-cited report
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In the first days after the 2016 presidential election, [SPLC] administered an online 

survey to K–12 educators from across the country. Over 10,000 teachers, 

counselors, administrators and others … responded. The survey data indicate that 

the results of the election are having a profoundly negative impact on schools and 

students. Ninety percent of educators report that school climate has been 

negatively affected…..  80 percent describe heightened anxiety and concern on 

the part of students worried about the impact of the election on themselves and 

their families. Also on the upswing: verbal harassment, the use of slurs and 

derogatory language, and disturbing incidents involving swastikas, Nazi salutes 

and Confederate flags.
https://www.splcenter.org/20161128/trump-effect-impact-2016-presidential-election-our-nations-schools

However… 

“…The results of this survey are not scientific. The 

respondents were not selected in a manner to ensure a 

representative sample; those who responded may have been 

more likely to perceive problems than those who did not. But it 

is the largest collection of educator responses that has been 

collected; the tremendous number of responses as well as the 

overwhelming confirmation of what has been anecdotally 

reported in the media cannot be ignored or dismissed.”
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https://www.splcenter.org/20161128/trump-effect-impact-2016-presidential-election-our-nations-schools
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Are educator perceptions accurate?

• Increased sensitivity to bullying may make it more 
salient in the absence of increased prevalence

• Social learning model of aggression suggests that  
children readily model adult aggressive behavior 

• Six decades of research have found that exposure of 
children and adolescents to media violence has an 
effect on aggressive attitudes and aggressive behavior 
(Anderson, Bushman, Donnerstein, Hummer, & 
Warburton, 2015) 
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The Current Study

• Available data from statewide school climate survey 
administered in spring 2013, 2015, and 2017

• Are differences in student reports of teasing and 
bullying in 2017 associated with voter preference for 
the Republican candidate in the school locality?

• Virginia provides wide variation in voter preferences, 
ranging from 10.6% to 82.3% in support of the 
Republican presidential candidate

• We hypothesized higher teasing and bullying in 2017 in 
areas where the Republican candidate won, while 
controlling for 2015 prevalence rates, socioeconomic 
status, and the percentage of White student enrollment

4/11/2018 Huang / For discussion purposes only / AERA 2018 8



4/11/2018

5

Agenda

• Introduction and Research Question

• Methods

• Results and Discussion

4/11/2018 Huang / For discussion purposes only. 9

Data: Virginia statewide school climate 
survey for grades 7-8

• 2013 (n = 39,364), 2015 (n = 56,508), 2017 (n = 
58,908) 

• Nearly all eligible middle schools (97%) participated

• Student participations rates > 80% 

• Anonymous online survey (~100 items)

• Spring timing of the survey allowed look at changes 
before and after the elections
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Outcomes of interest

• Bullying prevalence (physical, social, verbal, cyber) 

• Presented a definition of bullying 

• Response options: Never, Once or twice, About once 

per week, More than once per month

• Students bullied at least once a week in past month 

considered victims

• Responses aggregated to the school division level 

representing the proportion of students bullied 

• Analyses at school division level (where the data can 

be linked over time)
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Outcomes of interest: (cont.)

Prevalence of teasing and bullying

• “Students in this school are teased about their 
clothing or physical appearance”; 

• “Bullying is a problem at this school”; 

• “Students in this school are teased or put down 
because of their race or ethnicity”;

• “There is a lot of teasing about sexual topics in this 
school”; 

• “Students in this school are teased or put down 
about their sexual orientation”

• (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree)

• Student responses aggregated to school division level to represent the 
percent of students who agreed or strongly agreed with each item 
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Close race in Virginia…
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https://www.politico.com/2016-election/results/map/president/virginia/

Figure 2. Hypothesized path model. %BS+ = percent of parents with bachelor’s degree or 

higher. %FRPM = percent eligible for free or reduced price meals. %White = percent of 

White students enrolled in the school division.
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Hypothesized model: Compared outcomes in areas where the 
Republican candidate won (Rep = 1)
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Figure 1. The association of school division demographic characteristics (2017) with the percent voting for the Republican 

presidential candidate (n = 132).

Notes. FRPM = free or reduced price meals. Size of circles weighted by student enrollment size. Clear circles represent 

divisions won by the Republican candidate and filled circles represent divisions won by the Democratic candidate.
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Prior to interpreting results, we inspected 
model fit indices. All fit statistics were 
acceptable
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*Good fitting models: p > .05, CFI & TLI ≥ .90, RMSEA ≤ .08
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No differences in 2015 (pre election)
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Some differences in 2017 (post election)
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Figure 3. Adjusted prevalence rates for student-reported bullying victimization and Prevalence of Teasing and 
Bullying scale items comparing school divisions where the Republican candidate received more versus fewer 

votes than the Democratic candidate.
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Limitations

• Cannot demonstrate a causal link to the election

• Possible that rates of teasing and bullying may 
have been relatively unchanged, but has 
become a more salient issue

• Bullies may have just switched from former 
taunts to new taunts shaped by election-related 
rhetoric 
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Conclusion

• Correlational evidence from a statewide sample of 7th and 
8th grade students that, in 2017, some forms of teasing and 
bullying were higher in school localities that supported the 
Republican presidential candidate

• Differences in adjusted prevalence rates were present in 
2017 but not in 2015 (prior to the election)

• Differences were observed in school localities where voters 
favored the Republican candidate, whose public statements 
have been criticized as modeling bullying with harsh and 
derogatory attitudes toward some minority groups

• Further research needed to determine whether there is a 
causal link between presidential behavior and student peer 
aggression, and what intervening variables may help 
explain the mechanism of this effect 
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