1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN 1duasnue Joyiny vd-HIN

wduosnue Joyiny vd-HIN

"% NIH Public Access
@@‘ Author Manuscript

2 HEpst

NATIG,

O

Published in final edited form as:
J Youth Adolesc. 2013 December ; 42(12): 1775-1788. doi:10.1007/s10964-012-9874-4.

Daily School Peer Victimization Experiences Among Mexican-
American Adolescents: Associations with Psychosocial,
Physical and School Adjustment

Guadalupe Espinoza,
UCLA Department of Psychology, University of California, Los Angeles, 1285 Franz Hall, Los
Angeles, CA 90095-1563, USA, g.espinoza@ucla.edu

Nancy A. Gonzales, and
Department of Psychology, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ, USA

Andrew J. Fuligni
Departments of Psychology and Psychiatry and Biobehavioral Sciences, University of California,
Los Angeles, Los Angeles, CA, USA

Abstract

School bullying incidents, particularly experiences with victimization, are a significant social and
health concern among adolescents. The current study extended past research by examining the
daily peer victimization experiences of Mexican-American adolescents and examining how
chronic (mean-level) and episodic (daily-level) victimization incidents at school are associated
with psychosocial, physical and school adjustment. Across a two-week span, 428 ninth and tenth
grade Mexican-American students (51 % female) completed brief checklists every night before
going to bed. Hierarchical linear model analyses revealed that, at the individual level, Mexican-
American adolescents’ who reported more chronic peer victimization incidents across the two-
weeks also reported heightened distress and academic problems. After accounting for adolescent’s
mean levels of peer victimization, daily victimization incidents were associated with more school
adjustment problems (i.e., academic problems, perceived role fulfillment as a good student).
Additionally, support was found for the mediation model in which distress accounts for the mean-
level association between peer victimization and academic problems. The results from the current
study revealed that everyday peer victimization experiences among Mexican-American high
school students have negative implications for adolescents’ adjustment, across multiple domains.
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Introduction

School bullying experiences are a significant social and health concern among youth, both in
the United States and around the world. Adolescents who are victimized by peers are more
likely to have maladaptive psychological and academic outcomes (e.g., Juvonen et al. 2003,
2011). Moreover, there is emerging evidence to suggest that victimization experiences are
associated with adolescents’ physical health (e.g., Gini and Pozzoli 2009). Peer
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victimization is broadly defined as the experience of being a target of aggressive actions
(e.g., name-calling, threats, spreading rumors, pushing) by other peers (e.g., Bauman 2008;
Graham 2006). Given the important role of peers during adolescent development
(Kupersmidt and Coie 1990), negative peer interactions in the form of victimization can
disrupt adolescents’ emotional, social and even physical development. These associations
are particularly disconcerting given that school victimization incidents are not uncommon
for adolescents; a nationally representative study of over 7,000 students in sixth through
tenth grades shows that about 13 % of adolescents are physically victimized and 37 % are
verbally victimized (Wang et al. 2009). Thus, peer victimization is a topic of concern for
researchers, parents, clinicians, and school personnel.

Although much has been learned about adolescents’ experiences with peer victimization
from previous research, some important limitations still exist in the current literature. One
limitation is that research on peer victimization predominately has focused on the
experiences of White students, with little known about the experiences of ethnic minority
youth. Despite the growing inclusion of ethnically diverse samples in school victimization
research (e.g., Bellmore et al. 2004; Tharp-Taylor et al. 2009; Wang et al. 2009), we know
very little about the experiences and consequences of peer victimization among Mexican-
American adolescents (see Bauman and Summers 2009 for an exception). Mexican-
American youth are the largest Latino group in the United States and their representation in
public school systems is rapidly growing (Pew Hispanic Research Center 2011). Mexican-
American youth are at elevated risk for both mental health problems (e.g., Roberts et al.
1997) and of doing poorly in school (e.g., Kohler and Lazarin 2007). Therefore, it is
important to better understand how peer victimization experiences are related to their
adjustment.

Another limitation in the field is that, to date, peer victimization research has been limited in
the types of methodology used. Despite the fact that daily assessments are recognized as a
promising and useful method (Bolger et al. 2003), they only have been used in a handful of
peer victimization studies (Nishina and Juvonen 2005; Lehman and Repetti 2007). Thus,
given that an overwhelming majority of peer victimization studies rely on traditional, one-
time surveys, the use of daily diary methodology will extend current research.

Furthermore, given that past studies indicate that peer victimization peaks during middle
school and is more common in the middle school years compared to the high school years
(e.g., Kaufman et al. 1999; Nansel et al. 2001), much of the victimization literature has
focused on victimization incidents during middle school. Despite being more rare,
understanding peer victimization experiences that occur in late adolescence, during the high
school years, is important because it has been suggested that these incidents can propel
adolescents towards school withdrawal (Kupersmidt et al. 1990) during a developmental
time that is critical for school success (National High School Center 2007). In the current
study, these gaps are addressed by relying on daily report methodology to examine whether
peer victimization incidents are associated with psychosocial, physical and school
adjustment, among a sample of Mexican-American high school students.

Adolescents’ School Peer Victimization Experiences

Results of large-scale survey studies among adolescent students reveal that peer
victimization experiences are associated with indicators of psychosocial adjustment such as
depression, anxiety, loneliness, and suicidal ideation (e.g., Fitzpatrick et al. 2010; Juvonen et
al. 2003; Kochenderfer and Ladd 1997; Menesini et al. 2009) as well as health problems,
including headaches and stomachaches (Nishina et al. 2005). For example, among a diverse
sample of sixth grade students, Juvonen et al. (2003) found that students who were
victimized by their peers reported higher levels of depression, social anxiety and loneliness
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when compared to students who were classified as bullies, bully-victims or uninvolved in
bullying. Less research has examined associations with physical health symptoms (e.g.,
Nishina et al. 2005). Results from a small meta-analysis revealed that, across 11 samples,
youth who were targeted by peers were at two times higher risk for psychosomatic
complaints (compared to uninvolved youth; Gini and Pozzoli 2009). There is growing
evidence showing that an association exists between peer victimization experiences and
adolescents’ physical health, but overall results are still mixed.

In addition, research relying on traditional survey methods shows that peer victimization is
associated with school adjustment. A meta-analysis concluded that victimized students are
more likely to earn lower grades and score lower on achievement tests (Nakamoto and
Schwartz 2010). Relying on longitudinal data across the 3 years of middle school, Juvonen,
Wang and Espinoza (2011) examined how school-based peer victimization experiences
compromise urban students’ (44 % Latino) academic performance. After controlling for
demographic and school-level differences, results showed that victims of peer victimization
had lower GPAs and were perceived as less engaged by their teachers across all 3 years of
middle school. Support also exists for indirect, or mediational models, such that victims tend
to be less engaged in school, with psychosocial problems mediating the effects (Nishina et
al. 2005). Teens who are ridiculed are likely to feel more depressed or anxious and,
therefore, may disengage from school activities and have difficulty concentrating on tasks
(Buhs and Ladd 2001). Evidence suggests that peer victimization has direct and indirect
associations with school adjustment.

Most studies examining peer victimization and adjustment have relied on cross-sectional
designs, making it difficult to draw inferences about the direction of effects. Although peer
victimization research has supported both possible directions (i.e., victimized youth have
greater adjustment problems, and youth who have adjustment problems are also more likely
to be victimized by their peers) evidence from existing longitudinal studies seem to provide
more evidence for the model in which victimization incidents are associated with later
psychosocial and academic maladjustment. A study of Dutch children showed that those
children who were bullied at the beginning of the school year were more likely to develop
psychosocial symptoms during the course of the school year (Fekkes et al. 2006). Although
results also showed that children with psychosocial problems the beginning of the school
year were at higher risk of being targeted at the end of school year, the odds ratio for
depression and anxiety were lower in this direction. In a study of Australian adolescents,
(Bond et al. 2001) found that victimization during eighth grade was associated with anxiety
and depression during ninth grade. No support was found for the hypothesis that depression
and anxiety in eighth grade predict later victimization. Furthermore, Kochenderfer and Ladd
(1996) showed that being bullied at school was a precursor to school problems such as lower
academic achievement and higher school avoidance, but school adjustment problems in the
fall did not predict later school bullying. In sum, evidence from traditional cross-sectional
and longitudinal studies indicate that being targeted by peers affect victims’ psychosocial
and school adjustment.

A Focus on the Experiences of Mexican-American Adolescents

Generally, Mexican-American adolescents living in the United States are at heightened risk
for several mental health and school problems. For example, Mexican-American adolescents
report higher levels of depressive symptoms com-pared to adolescents from other ethnic
backgrounds (Hill et al. 2003; Joiner et al. 2001). With regards to academics, whether the
objective index of school failure is low engagement, dropout rates, low standardized test
performance or low college-entrance rates, Mexican-American students are represented
disproportionately as at-risk for school failure. For example, since 1980, Mexican-
Americans have had the lowest rates of high school completion, compared to Whites, Blacks
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and Asian and Pacific-Islander groups and also compared to youth from other Latino groups
(e.g., Puerto Ricans; U.S. Census Bureau 2010). Ream and Rumberger (2008) found that
Mexican-American students spent less time on homework and extracurricular activity
involvement, compared to non-Latino White students. Across objective school success
indicators and informal scholastic activities, Mexican-American youth struggle
academically.

To date, ethnic minority youth peer victimization experiences predominately have been
studied within the context of ethnic group comparisons. Hanish and Guerra (2000) found
that although they reported less victimization than White or African-American students,
Latino students were more likely to be victimized repeatedly when they were targeted.
Although comparative studies are important, several researchers (e.g., Garcia Coll et al.
1996) have indicated that studies of ethnic differences provide limited information about the
development and adjustment of ethnic minority youth and the importance of studying within
group patterns and differences has been stressed (e.g., Han 2008). Thus, we build on the
ethnic-comparative work on the associations of bullying and adjustment among adolescents
to explore potential within group differences in daily-level associations based on the grade,
gender, and generational status of Mexican-American high school students. For example,
given that the high school transition year is particularly disconcerting for students (e.g.,
Barber and Olsen 2004; Benner and Graham 2009), victimization experiences may be
particularly distressing and related to maladjustment for ninth grade students who have just
transitioned into high school, compared to tenth grade students. Also, while some evidence
suggests that boys and girls differ in the extent to which victimization experiences are
perceived as harmful and associated with their adjustment (Crick et al. 1996), other studies
find no gender differences (e.g., La Greca and Harrison 2005). Furthermore, it is less known
whether gender may moderate associations with school adjustment indicators and
victimization among Mexican-American adolescents.

Additionally, few studies have tested empirically whether generational status moderates
associations between victimization and adjustment. Some researchers speculate that given
the additional challenges that immigrant adolescents face (e.g., identity development,
“fitting in” with peer groups), experiencing victimization may be more detrimental to their
adjustment compared to nonimmigrant youth (i.e., third generation; McKenney et al. 2006).
Conversely, given that second- and third-generation students may have more friends and
generally place more importance on peers than first generation students (e.g., Strohmeier et
al. 2011), being threatened or insulted by peers may be especially harmful for them
compared to first generation students. Examining whether the impact of peer victimization
varies among Mexican-American adolescents depending on their grade, gender or
generational status will provide insights into the within group differences that may exist.

Most programs and policies aimed at promoting health and school success among Latino
groups emphasize the family role (Hill and Torres 2010), with little attention paid to peer
influences. Indeed, research has pointed towards several family, home and neighborhood
factors that may help explain why Mexican-American adolescents do poorly in school, such
as experiences of discrimination (Stone and Han 2005; Wayman 2002) and harsh parenting
practices (Dumka et al. 2009). Although these home and family factors are important to
consider, it is also critical to extend current research and examine how everyday school peer
victimization experiences may compromise not only the school adjustment of Mexican-
American adolescents but also their psychosocial and physical well-being. Also, there is a
growing need to understand the underlying processes that can account for the associations
between discrete, everyday victimization experiences and adjustment problems. Utilizing
daily assessments allows us to examine associations and underlying processes at both the
mean (between-subjects) and daily (within-subjects) level.
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A Daily Checklist Approach

Previous school peer victimization research that has largely relied upon traditional, mean-
differences measures holds some key limitations that a daily-checklist approach can address.
One limitation is that the peer victimization associations found in traditional surveys may be
driven by numerous individual-differences such as adolescents’ coping strategies, number of
friends, limited social support or a hostile attribution bias (e.g., Baldry and Farrington 2005;
Dodge 2006; Nakamoto and Schwartz 2011; Naylor et al. 2001). Daily-level methodology
provides reassurance that associations are not a result of unmeasured individual differences
because responses are compared within-individuals over time. Additionally, we have a
limited understanding of how victimization experiences impact adolescents on a day-to-day
basis. That is, research has shown that students who, on average, experience more
victimization report greater distress and more school problems, compared to their peers who
are not targeted. Although longitudinal designs across spans of several months or years
indicate that, across multiple time points, victimization is associated with poor adjustment,
these designs do not specify whether a single incident of being threatened or insulted on any
given school day, over and above mean-levels of victimization, is sufficient for an
adolescent to report more distress or school problems. Utilizing daily methods allows us to
examine specifically how peer victimization experiences are associated with adolescents’
adjustment on a daily basis.

Daily assessment methodology has been described as a useful tool for “capturing life as it is
lived” (Bolger et al. 2003) and has several methodological strengths. With traditional, one-
time measures, youth must rely on retrospective accounts. Asking teens to report on specific
experiences, feelings and behaviors on a daily basis reduces the time elapsed between the
actual experience and their account of the experience. This provides more reliable
information than surveys that ask students to think back on experiences that happened in the
last several months or year. Moreover, by repeatedly assessing the associations between
victimization encounters and various indicators of adjustment, we may be able to better
capture the dynamic nature of how and why discrete social experiences are related to
emotional distress and other adjustment indices (Laurenceau et al. 2005). As previously
mentioned, daily methods allow estimation of the associations between variables of interest
at the between-persons, mean level and within-person, daily level. Mean level questions can
be addressed, such as whether adolescents who experience chronic levels of peer
victimization also report high levels of distress, and daily level questions such as whether
Mexican-American adolescents report more academic problems, such as doing poorly on a
quiz, on days that they are victimized by their peers at school. Testing episodic (e.g., daily
level) victimization associations allows an estimation of whether specific events, behaviors
or feelings co-occur with one another on a daily basis to provide a more complete picture of
Mexican-American adolescents’ everyday peer victimization experiences.

The few peer victimization studies that have relied on daily checklists highlight the
usefulness and affordances of the method (e.g., Repetti 1996). Based on daily reports across
five days, Lehman and Repetti (2007) found that negative peer experiences at school (e.g.,
being teased) led to negative changes in mood and self-esteem, which, in turn, were
associated with aversive interactions with their parents. Based on sixth grade students’ daily
reports on five school days, Nishina and Juvonen (2005) found that on days when youth
reported being victimized, they reported more feelings of anger and anxiety. To date, the
few school victimization studies that have used daily methods have been conducted with
elementary- or middle school-aged children. Given that experiences with peer victimization
do not follow a stable trajectory through adolescence (e.g., Nansel et al. 2001), it is
important to understand how daily experiences are associated with adolescents’
psychosocial, physical and academic adjustment during the high school years.

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 June 01.



1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN 1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Espinoza et al.

Page 6

Current Study

Methods

Participants

The current study is guided by three research aims. The first aim is to describe how
frequently Mexican-American high school students experience peer victimization in their
day-to-day lives and examine if differences in prevalence exist based on grade, gender or
generational status. The second aim is to examine whether episodic and/or chronic peer
victimization is related to Mexican-American adolescents’ psychosocial (i.e., distress),
physical and school (i.e., academic problems, role fulfillment as a good student) adjustment.
Moreover, whether significant variability found in daily-level associations vary by
individual-level factors including grade, gender or generational status will be tested. The
third and final aim is to test whether adolescents’ levels of distress mediate the association
between victimization and school adjustment.

We focused on the experiences of ninth and tenth grade students because research indicates
that students’ experiences in their first years of high school can be influential in determining
success for the rest of the high school years (National High School Center 2007). In
particular, it has been posited that the engagement of Mexican-American students can be
particularly sensitive to the social environment of the school (Mehan et al. 1996). In
addition, although victimization peaks in the middle school grades (e.g., Kaufman et al.
1999; Nansel et al. 2001), past research indicates that there is also a peak in peer
victimization incidents following the transition to high school and that it is more common
among the first 2 years of high school compared to the final high school years (Nansel et al.
2001; Pepler et al. 2006). Thus, it is important to examine how everyday peer victimization
incidents that occur in the early high school years are related to multiple adjustment indices
among Mexican-American students.

Ninth and tenth grade Mexican-American students were recruited from two public high
schools in the Los Angeles area. These schools were chosen because they both were
comprised of a large Latino student population and had similar student socio-economic
status and achievement levels. The first school was comprised of mostly Latino (62 %),
African-American (16 %) and Asian (10 %) students and 73 % of students were eligible for
free or reduced lunch. This school tended to be between average and below average in the
academic performance index (API) distribution for schools in California. The second school
consisted of predominately Latino (94 %) students and 71 % of students were eligible for
free or reduced lunch. This school falls between below and well-below average in the
California schools API ranking.

Ninth and tenth grade students with Mexican backgrounds in the two schools were invited to
participate. Among all students who were invited and eligible, 63 % agreed to participate
(e.g., parents provided consent and adolescents provided assent), a rate which compares
favorably with similarly intensive daily diary studies of Latino families (e.g., Updegraff et
al. 2005). A total of 428 adolescents (Mage = 15.02 years, SD,ge = .83 years) participated
and the sample was equally split by gender (51 % female) and across the ninth and tenth
grades. A majority of the adolescents (70 %) were second-generation, that is, the adolescent
was born in the United States and at least one parent was born in Mexico. Seventeen percent
were first-generation (i.e., adolescent and parents born in Mexico) and 13 % were third
generation (i.e., adolescent and parents born in the U.S.). Slightly more than half (55 %) of
adolescents reported that they spoke both English and Spanish in their home, 35 % spoke
only Spanish and 10 % reported that they spoke only English at home. The primary
caregivers were predominantly adolescents” mothers (83 %), but fathers (13 %) and
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grandparents, aunts, or uncles (4 %) also participated in the study. Educational levels of the
primary caregivers showed variation; 29 % of caregivers attended only elementary school,
45 % attended up to secondary school, and 26 % attended some college.

For the current study focusing on daily school peer victimization experiences, only the
adolescent daily checklist data were used. Moreover, although adolescents were asked to
complete 14 consecutive days of checklists, only data from the days that students attended
school were used. This usually resulted in a maximum of 10 days being used in analyses. It
is possible that for some students there were less than ten checklist days analyzed, if, for
example, there was a school holiday or the adolescent did not attend school because they felt
sick. The final analytic sample for the current study included 368 adolescents who
completed at least one checklist during a school day across the two-week span, although as
described below, virtually all of the checklist days were completed by the sample.
Independent sample t tests were run to examine if differences existed between the
participants who completed the daily checklists and those who did not complete the
checklists but did complete the initial questionnaire. Results revealed no differences on
demographics such as age, generational status, and number of adults living in home and also
no differences for psychological indicators (e.g., self-esteem, anxiousness), physical
symptoms or school motivation indicators (e.g., educational aspirations; all p’s >.05).

Participant recruitment and participation was distributed across the 2009-2010 school year.
Students received information about the study via home mailings (in English and Spanish)
as well as classroom presentations made by graduate students. Following the home mailing
and classroom presentations, trained researchers made calls to parents or guardians to further
describe the study and invite them to participate. As part of the larger study design, parents
were also invited to participate. If the caretaker-child dyad agreed to participate, a meeting
time was scheduled (most often in the family home) to complete the consent and assent
process in-person and complete a questionnaire. Adolescents completed the paper and pencil
questionnaire independently in a private space.

After completing the initial questionnaire, adolescents were given a 14-day supply of
checklists to complete at home every night before going to bed. The adolescents received
instructions on how to complete the checklists and they were given a number for the study
that they could call if they had questions. Participants received a phone call on the second
and seventh day to remind them to complete the checklists every night and to answer any
questions they may have. It took adolescents approximately 5 min to complete the checklist
each night. After completing the daily checklist, participants were instructed to fold it over
and stamp the seal with an electronic time-stamper. The time stamper is a small, hand-held
device that imprints the current date and time and is password-protected so that the data and
time cannot be changed. At the end of the two-week period the researcher picked up the
checklists, and each adolescent received $30 for participating. As an additional incentive,
adolescents were told that they would receive two movie passes in the mail, if upon
inspection of the checklists it seemed that they had completed them correctly and on time.
These methods of monitoring daily checklists completion resulted in high compliance; 96 %
of the checklists were completed and 81 % of all were completed on time. A checklist was
considered on time if it was completed either on the same night or before 7:00am on the
following day. Analyses were run including only the checklists that were completed on time
and because the results from these analyses did not differ from those including all completed
checklists, the findings reported in the results section include all of the completed checklists,
whether or not they were completed on time.
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All measures used in the current study were reported in the adolescent daily checklists, with
the exception of demographics that were reported in both the parent and adolescent
questionnaires. The questionnaires included the primary caregiver’s reports of birthplace and
the adolescent’s reports of their grade level, birthplace, age and languages spoken at home.
The daily checklists assessed a variety of events, activities and moods. The specific daily
checklist measures that were used are described below and Table 1 presents descriptive
statistics for the mean-level computed variables (averages across all days).

Daily School Peer Victimization—Two items were used to assess peer victimization
incidents. Specifically, on all school days adolescents were asked to indicate if “someone
from school threatened, insulted or made fun of you” and if “someone from school hit,
kicked or shoved you” during the day. The items tap into verbal and physical victimization,
respectively. These items have been used previously in a daily diary study (Nishina and
Juvonen 2005). Correlation analysis revealed that both items are strongly correlated (r = .44,
p <.001), thus, the two items were combined to form a single, daily victimization item.
Given that intercorrelations across victimization items tend to be moderate to high, it is not
uncommon to combine items across different victimization forms (e.g., Bellmore and
Cillessen 2006; Juvonen et al. 2011)

Daily Distress—The psychosocial adjustment indicator, distress, was assessed with seven
items from the anxiety and depression sub-scales of the Profile of Moods States (POMS;
Lorr and McNair 1971). The items are prefaced with “The following is a list of feelings or
experiences. How much did you experience them today?” Each evening, adolescents rated
the extent to which they had anxious feelings (items include: on edge, nervous, uneasy and
unable to concentrate) and depressive feelings (items include: discouraged, hopeless and
sad). The items are rated on a 5-point scale labeled not at all (1) and extremely (5) at its end
points. Given the high correlation (r = .80, p < .001) between the anxiety and depressive
feelings subscales, they were combined to form an index of psychological distress (o = .90).
The daily distress measure has been used before in adolescent studies (e.g., Fuligni and
Masten 2010; Telzer and Fuligni 2009).

Daily Physical Symptoms—Three items were used to assess physical symptoms.
Participants indicated whether they had headaches, trouble sleeping and back, joint or
muscle pain on a 5-point scale ranging from not at all to extremely such that higher values
indicate more symptoms. The measure showed good internal reliability (a = .74).

Daily School Adjustment—To assess school adjustment, two measures were used:
academic problems and perceived role fulfillment as a good student.

Academic Problems: A single checklist item was used to assess academic problems.
Participants reported whether they did poorly on a test, quiz or homework. Given that this is
a binary (0 = no, 1 = yes), single item an alpha coefficient cannot be calculated.

Role Fulfillment asa Good Student: To assess adolescents’ perceived role fulfillment as
good students, each evening they responded to a single item asking how much they felt like
a good student during the day on a 7-point scale ranging from not at all to extremely. Higher
values indicate stronger feelings of role fulfillment.
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Descriptive results based on traditional mean differences to examine overall frequencies and
trends in peer victimization experiences are presented before describing the results from the
hierarchical linear modeling (HLM; Bryk and Rauden-bush 1992) analyses. The HLM
models simultaneously tested the mean, between-persons and daily, within-persons
associations between adolescents’ victimization experiences and their psychological distress,
physical symptoms and school adjustment, which controlling for school attended. Finally,
based on the results from the HLM models, the mediation analysis examining whether
psychological distress accounts for potential associations between peer victimization
incidents and school adjustment are presented.

Peer Victimization: Overall Frequencies and Group Differences

Daily peer victimization reports were averaged across all school days to create a score that
indicated the proportion of days that students reported victimization incidents. On average,
victimization occurred on 6 % of days (M = .06, SD =.15). Overall, 26 % of adolescents
reported at least one incident across the school days such that 13 % reported one incident, 8
% reported two incidents and 5 % reported three or more victimization incidents in a two-
week span. Independent samples t tests revealed no gender t(358) = .19, p >.05, or grade
differences t(358) = .96, p > .05. To test generational status differences, a one-way analysis
of variance test was run and the results revealed a significant difference, F(2, 357) =3.91, p
=.02, n2 = .02. Post hoc tests showed that third generation Mexican-American students (M
=.11, SD = .02) reported more victimization than first generation Mexican-American
students (M = .03, SD =.02).

Peer Victimization Associations with Distress, Physical Symptoms and School Adjustment

HLM was used to test the extent to which both mean- and daily-levels of peer victimization
(chronic and episodic, respectively) predict adolescents’ distress, physical symptoms and
school adjustment problems. Additional analyses were conducted to test for individual
differences in the daily-level associations based on Mexican-American adolescents’ grade,
gender or generational status. Although there were no differences in peer victimization
incidents across the two schools (p < .05), we also controlled for school effects in the
models. HLM2 models in the Hierarchical Linear Modeling software (Version 6;
Raudenbush et al. 2004) were run which can handle missing data at Level 1 (i.e., daily level)
by listwise deletion when the analysis is run. A noted advantage of HLM is that it is able to
calculate the intercepts and slopes as long as some data points exist for the individual. Thus,
even those participants who are missing data on some days are included in the analyses.

In the HLM models, a mean-level victimization predictor was entered at the intercept of
Level 2 to indicate whether students who on average report more peer victimization are also
on average, more likely to report adjustment problems. The daily-level predictor, entered at
Level 1, extends the mean-level variable inclusion by examining whether adolescents
experienced more distress, physical symptoms and school adjustment problems on days that
they were victimized by peers at school. Given that the mean-level victimization predictor
(grand-mean centered) is included in the models, this between-persons variation was
removed from the daily-level peer victimization predictor by group mean centering the level
1 predictor (West et al. 2011). To group mean center, the raw score of victimization each
day was transformed into values that represent the daily deviation from an adolescent’s
average victimization (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). That is, the group mean centered, daily
victimization predictor captures the within-subject fluctuations across the two-week span.
Via the method of centering and including victimization predictors at both levels of the
models, the overall effect of victimization was partitioned into distinct between-persons
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effect and within-persons effect (West et al. 2011), allowing us to capture the associations
with both chronic and episodic victimization incidents.

Five models were estimated in which each outcome was predicted from adolescents’
victimization experiences. For example, the Level 1 equation estimated to predict daily
academic problems from peer victimization was:

Academic Problems;=boj+bij(daily peer victimization)+ej (1)

In this model, academic problems on a particular day (i) for a particular adolescent (j) is
modeled as a function of the adolescents’ intercept, or the average academic problems
across days (boj) and daily fluctuations in peer victimization (i.e., group mean centered
victimization; byj). The error term (gjj) accounts for variance in academic problems that is
unexplained by the predictors. The basic Eq. 1 model predicting daily academic problems
also included the following individual-level equations for Level 2:

boj(average daily academic problems)=cgo+co1(average victimization)+coz(school)+ug;

byj(daily association of victimization with academic problems)=cio+us; (3)

In Eq. 2, average victimization (cp1) represents the relationship between mean levels of
victimization and academic problems. School (cqp) attended also was controlled for and this
variable was effect coded (i.e., -1 and 1 codes). The coefficients ugj and uyj account for the
remaining variance in the intercept and slope that is not explained by the other variables in
the model.

The results from the models are shown in Table 2. In predicting adolescents’ distress, results
revealed that adolescents who, on average, report higher levels of victimization, also report
feeling more distress. However, adolescents did not report feeling more distress on any
given day that they deviated from their average level of victimization. That is, the mean-
level victimization predictor was associated significantly with distress, but not the daily-
level predictor. In predicting physical symptoms neither mean- nor daily-level peer
victimization was significant. However, results from the additional school adjustment
indicators revealed that adolescents who on average reported more victimization incidents
also reported more academic problems. Yet, mean levels of victimization did not
significantly predict the adolescent’s perceived role fulfillment as a good student. Even after
accounting for the mean-level victimization associations and school effects, results showed
that adolescent’s reported more academic problems and felt like less of a good student on
days that they deviated from their own average levels of daily victimization.

Estimates of the degree of individual variability in the daily-level associations are also
presented in Table 2. There was significant individual variability in the association of daily
peer victimization with distress and academic problems. The individual variability in the
association between victimization and physical symptoms and perceived role fulfillment as a
good student was non-significant. The non-significant findings in the estimates of individual
variability suggest that the impact of peer victimization on physical symptoms and perceived
role fulfillment as a good student was generally similar across adolescents. Thus, the extent
to which these associations vary by factors such as gender are not examined.

Do Gender, Grade and Generational Status Explain Significant Variability?—

Additional HLM models examined whether the significant variability found in the daily-
level associations of victimization with distress and academic problems can be explained by
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gender, grade or generational status differences. For example, the basic Eq. 1 model
predicting daily academic problems included the following individual-level equations:

boj(average daily academic problems)=cqo+co;(average victimization)
~+co2(school)
~+co3(gender)
+coa(grade)

+cos(

(

O]

second generation)

~+cos(third generation)-+ug;

byj(daily association of victmization with academic of problems)=cio+ci1(gender)
+ci2(grade)
+ci3(second generation)

+c14(third generation)4-uy;

The gender (male = — 1, female =1) and grade (ninth grade = - 1, tenth grade =1) variables
were effect coded and generational status was dummy coded (first generation = 0, second
generation = 1, third generation = 1) with the first generation Mexican-American students as
the baseline group. Equation 4 tests whether there are average victimization, gender, grade
or generational status differences in the intercept, or the average daily academic problems.
Equation 5 tests whether the daily association of victimization with academic problems is
predicted by the adolescents’ gender, grade or generational status. The coefficients ugj and
uyj account for the remaining variance in the intercept and slope that is not explained by the
variables in the model. The same models were run with distress as the outcome variable.

The results indicated that for distress, there was a significant association of gender with the
intercept, or average daily distress, such that girls tend to report higher levels of distress at
the daily level (b =.08, SE = .03, p =.007). Similarly to the previously tested models,
average levels of victimization was associated with distress. No other significant findings
emerged at the intercept level or the slope. In the model with academic problems, results
indicated that gender, grade and generational status did not account for the variability in the
daily associations with school bullying.

Testing the Mediating Role of Distress

At the mean-level, chronic peer victimization was associated with distress and academic
problems. Thus, the mediation hypotheses in which mean levels of distress explain the
association between peer victimization and this school adjustment indicator, at the mean-
level was tested (see Fig. 1). Given that the mediation tests focused on the individual level
links, analyses moved from HLM to ordinary least squares with hierarchical linear
regression analyses. All models controlled for school, grade, gender and generational status.
First, the necessary conditions for examining mediation such as significant associations
between the main predictor and the mediator were established (Baron and Kenny 1986).
Path analyses were subsequently conducted to estimate direct and indirect effects between
victimization and academic problems (MacKinnon et al. 2007). The test of the mediated
effect (Sobel 1982) resulted in a significant mediation effect (z=2.28, p = .02) and distress
accounted for 11 % of the effect of victimization on academic problems. Post hoc tests were
conducted using the PRODCLIN program (MacKinnon et al. 2007), which computes
asymmetric confidence limits based on the distribution of products. MacKinnon et al. (2007)
assert that these confidence limits are more powerful and produce more accurate Type 1
error rates, compared to Baron and Kenny’s (1986) method. Results revealed that the
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confidence interval (Cl: .01-.07) does not include zero, consistent with a statistically
significant mediation. The results suggest that, on average, adolescents who experienced
more victimization incidents were more likely to report higher distress levels, such as
sadness and anxiety and this, in turn, partially explained why they tend to have more
academic problems.

Discussion

The current study extended prior peer victimization research by addressing several gaps in
the existing peer victimization literature. We focused on the experiences of Mexican-
American high school students, a rapidly growing segment of the population that is at risk
for psychosocial and academic maladjustment (Hill et al. 2003; Joiner et al. 2001; Ream and
Rumberger 2008), but one that continues to be understudied, particularly in peer relations
research. Moreover, this study relied on daily reports (Bolger et al. 2003), a methodology
largely underutilized in peer victimization, to demonstrate that everyday victimization
experiences among Mexican-American adolescents are associated with heightened distress
and school adjustment problems. Furthermore, to better understand whether distress serves
as a mediating mechanism in the association between peer victimization and academic
problems a mediation model was tested and support was found for this model. Overall, the
results from the current study contribute to the existing literature in several ways,
highlighting the importance of studying day-to-day peer victimization experiences among
Mexican-American adolescents.

Findings regarding the prevalence of peer victimization and group differences revealed that
everyday victimization incidents were not uncommon among Mexican-American high
school students; one-fourth of adolescents reported experiencing at least one incident of
verbal or physical victimization across a two-week period. Reports of victimization did not
differ among ninth and tenth graders suggesting that victimization experiences remain stable
at least during the first two years of high school. There were also no differences by gender.
Although there is some evidence from prior studies that victimization rates differ between
boys and girls, the few studies that have focused on Mexican-American children (Bauman
2008) and adolescents (Bauman and Summers 2009) have found no gender differences.
Interestingly, third generation Mexican-American adolescents were more likely to report
victimization incidents compared to first generation Mexican-American adolescents. One
explanation is that more acculturated, third-generation adolescents may be more likely to
place greater importance on peer relationships rather than family relationships, spend more
time with peers and, thus, simply have more interactions and opportunities to be targeted by
peers. It has been speculated that first-generation Mexican immigrant adolescents in U.S.
high schools have smaller, tightly knit peer groups, and therefore, they might shield
themselves and stay better protected from negative interactions with the dominant-culture
peer group (Matute-Bianchi 1986; Wall et al. 1993). Future research across various
developmental periods is needed to better understand how the generational status or
acculturation level of Mexican-American youth may influence their vulnerability to be
targeted by peers at school.

Adolescents’ reports of school peer victimization experiences were associated with their
adjustment across several domains, including psychosocial and school adjustment.
Specifically, both chronic and episodic victimization by peers was associated with academic
problems. Why may peer victimization be associated with whether an adolescent does
poorly on an academic assignment? One explanation is that the targeted teen may feel too
upset and distracted after the incident, which leads them to do poorly on a quiz or test. That
is, the unpleasant experience (captured by their levels of distress) of being victimized by
peers may make it difficult for a student to do well academically. Indeed, mediation results
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revealed that distress accounted for the association between peer victimization and academic
problems. This is consistent with and extends past research of indirect models among middle
school students in which psychosocial maladjustment mediated the association between
victimization and school functioning, specifically GPA (Nishina et al. 2005). Furthermore,
past research has highlighted that negative emotions resulting from peer victimization, such
as anxiety and anger, are incompatible with specific school outcomes such as school liking
or attentional focus during class activities (e.g., Erath et al. 2008; Wentzel 1999) which is in
line with the results found in this study. To our knowledge, this is the first study to show that
daily peer victimization incidents among Mexican-American youth are associated with
school problems. Given the many scholastic difficulties faced by Latino youth, particularly
Mexican-American youth, it is critical to identify factors that may be contributing to their
lower school performance and engagement. The role of peers among Mexican-American
youth is often overshadowed by the emphasis placed on home and family factors. These
results show that negative peer interactions also may help explain why students struggle
with academic tasks.

In the current study, there were also distinct findings based on the chronic and episodic
predictors included in the analyses that highlight the usefulness of understanding
victimization experiences at both levels. Consistent with research from traditional survey
methods, students who reported more victimization incidents reported greater psychosocial
adjustment problems (Rigby and Slee 1999). However, in contrast to previous research
showing that on days when adolescents were victimized at school they were more likely to
report negative affect (e.g., anger, anxiety; Nishina and Juvonen 2005), this study found that
after accounting for chronic victimization experiences, there is no daily association between
distress and victimization. Moreover, there was no association between chronic peer
victimization and physical symptoms. The lack of findings suggests that associations with
physical symptoms may not be fully captured within a short period of time. That is, it may
be that peer victimization does not result in headaches or pains during the same day of the
incident or from chronic experiences spanning a couple of weeks. Rather, it may be
adolescents who across longer periods of time (i.e., weeks, months) experience more peer
victimization incidents and who have a stress response that is more often activated who are
more likely to report physical symptoms. Indeed, the chances of disease or illness are
heightened when stress responses are chronically activated (Sapolsky 2004). Moreover,
research on discrimination experiences among adolescents suggests that anxiety or
rumination about negative events across time may lead to physiological responses that
translate into physical symptoms such as pains and trouble sleeping (Huynh and Fuligni
2010). A similar process may be occurring among Mexican-American adolescents who are
victimized by peers at school and future research should examine whether long-term
victimization experiences are associated with physical symptoms among this population.

In addition, episodic peer victimization experiences were related negatively with perceived
role fulfillment as a good student, but not with chronic victimization. That is, in general,
students who reported more victimization experiences did not differ in their overall sense of
being a good student, yet, on any given day that an adolescent was victimized at school they
were less likely to feel like a good student on the same day. Past research suggests that as
children experience victimization at school, their sense of relatedness or belongingness
within the school context wavers (Buhs 2005; Furrer and Skinner 2003) and that students
who are victimized tend to report less positive perceptions of their schoolwork and academic
ability (Neary and Joseph 1994). This study extends research by showing that any given
incident of peer victimization is associated with an immediate lowered sense of being a good
student.
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Despite the strengths and contributions of the current study in our understanding of
Mexican-American adolescents’ daily experiences with peer victimization, there are
limitations that are important to note. For example, the reliance on self-report items and the
small number of items used to assess each construct are limitations of the study, including
the single item used to assess academic problems. Yet, single-item indicators of behaviors or
events are not atypical in daily checklist studies (e.g., Almeida et al. 2001; Chung et al.
2009), given the need to keep reporting demands for participants limited across a study
period of two or more weeks. Also, it is unknown if these findings generalize to other
students from Mexican-American backgrounds. The participants in this study attended urban
high schools comprised of predominately Latino students and most were second-generation.
Thus, additional research among Mexican-American youth from varying backgrounds is
needed to further examine how daily peer victimization experiences are associated with their
adjustment.

Another limitation of the current study is that the significant variability in the daily level
associations of school victimization with adjustment was not explained by the factors
examined, which included gender, grade and generational status. Future research should
investigate additional factors that may help explain why victimization is more strongly or
weakly associated with adjustment outcomes among Mexican-American adolescents. For
example, past research has provided strong evidence for the protective function of family
factors. In particular, familism includes placing a high value on familial relationships and
feeling a sense of obligation to one’s family (Marin and Marin 1991). Familism tends to be
higher among adolescents from Latin American backgrounds such as Mexico compared to
adolescents from other ethnic groups (e.g., Telzer and Fuligni 2009). These family values
may serve a protective role for children and teens because familism provides a dependable
and stable source of social and emotional support for youth (Azmitia et al. 2009; Gonzales et
al. 2008). Among a study Mexican-American adolescents, Berkel et al. (2010) found that
holding stronger culturally related values (e.g., emotional and obligation familism) reduced
the risk of discrimination experiences impacting academic outcomes. Thus, future research
should test whether specific family factors, such as familism or emotional support from
parents, reduce the distress, physical symptoms or school problems that result from peer
victimization experiences.

The findings from the current study showing that episodic and chronic peer victimization
incidents are associated with maladjustment among Mexican-American adolescents leads to
the question: how can peer victimization incidents be reduced? Several school-based
interventions have shown promise in reducing the incidence of peer victimization (i.e.,
school bullying; Olweus 1996; Salmivalli et al. 2005; also see Smith et al. 2004 for a
review). However, it is important to consider whether these interventions might show
similar results in a school of predominately Latino adolescents. For example, interventions
shown to be effective with some communities, such as middle-class communities, may not
be effective in poor, urban communities (Nakamoto and Schwartz 2011). Given that
examining mediating mechanisms is important for identifying points of intervention (Shrout
and Bolger 2002), the mediation results from the current study suggest that reducing the
feelings of distress that result from Mexican-American adolescents’ victimization
experiences, in turn, can reduce the more distal associations with school adjustment (i.e.,
academic problems). Additionally, based on findings with a sample of predominately Latino
children showing that peer victimization was associated with poor school engagement and
GPA, Nakamoto and Schwartz (2011) suggest that incorporating a school engagement
emphasis into bullying programs may break the link between victimization and academic
adjustment. Future applied research with Latino youth that tests the effectiveness of bullying
interventions will be critical to better understand if prior intervention strategies are equally
effective among Latino adolescents.

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2014 June 01.



1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN 1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

1duasnuey Joyiny vd-HIN

Espinoza et al.

Page 15

Across schools, serving children and adolescents from all ethnic backgrounds, peer
victimization is an important problem that needs to be addressed. The current study
demonstrates that school peer victimization has psychosocial and scholastic implications for
Mexican-American adolescents in the first years of high school. It is especially critical to
address peer victimization because of their school-related implications. That is, although
there are several factors aside from peer relationships that contribute to the dire academic
outcomes among Mexican-American adolescents, addressing peer victimization problems in
schools appears to be one promising method for improving their school adjustment
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Descriptive statistics for mean level variables

Mean SD Scale

range
Peer victimization .06 15 0-1
Distress 1.57 60 1-5
Physical symptoms 1.56 62 15
Academic problems 14 19 0-1
Role fulfillment as a good student 419 1.86 1-7
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