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Abstract 

 

Introduction.  The problem of school violence has been studied in the last decades from dif-

ferent perspectives, especially focused on bullying conflicts. Whole school approaches have 

been recommended by many experts in the field. The aim of the present study is to assess 

climate changes in two secondary schools that implement a peer support program, and to un-

derstand the level of perceived satisfaction. 

Method.  Pre-post study with experimental and control group. Participants were 778 pupils (3 

phases) plus 65 teachers at the experimental school; 462 pupils and 29 teachers at the control 

school. The tools used were questionnaires, focus groups and intensive interviews. 

Results. All participants believe that the peer support program is useful for improving the 

perception of safety at school, while the responses of the control school students indicate a 

general increase in the frequency of conflicts. 

 Discussion y conclusion. Results show the complexity of controlling all the variables linked 

to changes of context. However, as proposed previously by other authors, objective measures 

need to be used in assessing school climate, in addition to perceptions shown on self-reports, 

in order to accurately determine the impact of peer support programs. 

Keywords:  school climate, assessment, peer support program, conflicts, bullying 
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La percepción del clima escolar en dos institutos de  

Educación Secundaria durante la puesta en marcha de un 

Programa de Ayuda entre Iguales 

 

Resumen 

Introducción. El problema de la violencia escolar se viene estudiando desde distintas pers-

pectivas teóricas en las últimas décadas, centrándose de manera especial en el maltrato entre 

iguales por abuso de poder o bullying.  Numerosos expertos han recomendado su tratamiento 

desde un enfoque global de centro. El trabajo que aquí se presenta consiste en la evaluación 

de los cambios en el clima en dos centros de secundaria durante la inserción y desarrollo de 

un programa de ayuda entre iguales, con objeto de conocer la satisfacción percibida.  

Método.  Estudio pre-post con un grupo experimental y otro de control. Los participantes 

fueron 778 alumnos/as (3 fases) y 65 profesores del centro experimental; 462 y 29 respecti-

vamente del centro control. Los instrumentos utilizados han sido cuestionarios, grupos de 

discusión y entrevistas en profundidad. 

Resultados. Todos los participantes consideran que el programa de ayuda entre iguales es útil 

para la mejora de la percepción de la seguridad en el centro, si bien las respuestas de los 

alumnos del centro experimental indican un aumento general de la frecuencia de los conflictos  

Discusión y conclusión. Los resultados muestran la complejidad para controlar todas las va-

riables vinculadas a los cambios en el contexto. No obstante, de acuerdo con las propuestas 

hechas previamente por otros autores es necesario el empleo de medidas objetivas en la eva-

luación del clima escolar, más allá de las percepciones que muestran los autoinformes, para 

determinar con precisión el impacto de los programas ayuda entre iguales.  

Palabras Clave: clima escolar, evaluación, programa de ayuda entre iguales, conflictos, bull-

ying 
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Introduction 

Approaching the problem  

The study of interpersonal relationships in schools is probably one of the most complex fields 

of study in educational psychology. Although research interest has existed in the social and 

educational field since the middle of the last century (Amidon & Hough, 1967, Flanders, 

1964; Hargreaves, 1978); investigation has greatly increased in recent decades in European 

countries. The strong influence of Olweus’ studies on bullying in Norway in the early seven-

ties is observed through the wide dissemination of its results throughout the continent, in the 

eighties and nineties, marking a renewed interest by the researchers in the field (see Smith, 

Morita, Junger-Tas, Olweus, Catalano & Slee, 1999). At the same time, intervention projects 

appeared to deal with the problem, emphasizing the impetus of experiments in Great Britain 

that promoted specific programs and materials from different European networks and projects 

(Cowie, Naylor, Talamelli, Chauhan & Smith, 2002; Cowie & Jennifer, 2007; Cowie, Jenni-

fer, Chankova, Poshtova, Deklerck, Deboutte, Ertesvåg, Samuelsen, O’Moore, Minton, Or-

tega & Sanchez, 2007; Naylor & Cowie, 1999; Salmivalli, Kärnä & Poskiparta, 2010). While 

most programs started in the eighties as anti-bullying programs, today they have evolved into 

what is known as a whole school approach, which focuses on global improvement of the insti-

tutional climate. Researchers have recently analyzed some of these wide-ranging programs 

(Thompson & Smith, 2011), and fourteen pre-post test studies  that look at the effectiveness 

of interventions have been described (Smith, Pepler & Rigby, 2004). It is also important to 

mention that there is an open discussion in the field about the limitations of the analysis of 

programs and design features (Smith, Salmivalli & Cowie, 2012;  Spiel, Salmivalli & Smith, 

2011;   Ttofi & Farrington, 2011) 

 

In the case of Spain, accelerated social changes have been experienced in the last dec-

ades, and schools have been directly affected by them. As the first results of the TALIS 

OECD report (2009) show, as well as the Spanish national school violence study previously 

mentioned (Defensor del Pueblo-UNICEF, 2007), teachers’ perceptions of the school climate 

are negative for a high percentage of the staff.  

 

Changes in the traditional concept of authority, and consequently, the difficulties of 

building new relationships in current teaching and learning contexts, are some of the reasons 

underlying the problems. Thus, school conflicts and violence are one of the main concerns of 
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Spanish administrations, researchers and practitioners. A wide variety of prevention pro-

grams, some of them Spanish versions of British peer support, have been implemented all 

around the country. But these innovative experiences at schools have hardly been evaluated 

with scientific rigor. The main results of the evaluation of the Peer Helper program imple-

mented in a Madrid secondary school are presented here. 

 

The European perspective: from the study of bullying to school violence 

 

Following the detailed compilation work of European studies and interventions done by Smith 

(2003) and Smith, Pepler and Rigby (2004), the general results show equivalent data: a low 

incidence of the case of school violence, while there is a growing preoccupation with the 

study of bullying. Nevertheless, the wide variety of evaluation instruments makes rigorous 

comparison of the final results difficult. This has to do with the evaluation data and the type 

of intervention. Related to the school climate and the effects of peer support systems, Cowie 

and Smith (2013) point out that there is little objective evidence to allow us to understand 

their effects and the perception of safety in any detail. 

 

These reviews of research and practice in the field indicate that intervention began 

with a focus on school bullying and evolved into a systematic concern for the improvement of 

the school climate as a whole, often referred to as a Whole School Approach (WSA). Support 

for the effectiveness of a WSA comes from such collaborative programs as the Violence in 

Schools Training Action (VISTA Project) (Cowie, Jennifer, Chankova, Poshtova, Deklerck, 

Deboutte, Ertesvåg, Samuelsen, O’Moore, Minton, Ortega & Sánchez, 2007), whose main 

objective is the promotion of non-violence in schools and positive relationships between all 

the members of the school community (see also Cowie & Jennifer, 2008). Teacher and stu-

dent training is also part of the systemic approach, based on good practice in educational ad-

ministrations in several European countries. 

 

In Spain, many studies focusing on violence and bullying, and promoted by the central 

state and regional administrations, have been performed since the pioneering studies of 

Fernández and Quevedo (1992) at the beginning of the nineties. Today, national law (L.O.E., 

2006) and the related regional level laws  have developed an interest in the topic, as shown by 

two national studies carried out by the National Ombudsman and UNICEF (2000/2007). 

Andrés’ study (2009) collected the opinions of 498 pupils, 65 teachers and 226 families con-
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cerning the school climate in a secondary school. The findings show the negative view of the 

teaching staff concerning interpersonal relations, the frequency of conflicts and the different 

solution strategies on the part of pupils and families. In the same way, teachers and families 

have different perceptions of normative rules for living together. Gaymard, Andrés and 

Fernández (2002) had 259 pupils between the ages of 12 and 16 fill out a questionnaire to 

study school climate. The authors reveal that school conflict and especially verbal violence 

are ever present at this junior high school located in a “sensitive” area. It is usually the young-

est children who are the victims of violence, but at the same time they appear to be the most 

unruly. As a consequence, this topic has been incorporated as one of the key subjects in 

teacher training as part of innovation processes, with special emphasis on the school psychol-

ogy courses (Barrios, Andrés & Granizo, 2011). 

 

With regard to interventions, national, regional and local programs have spread all 

over the country (e.g., Atlántida, SAVE, for a full revision see Andrés, 2007) and share the 

same perspective: the prevention of conflicts and the systemic orientation of the interventions. 

On the negative side, we also observe very few evaluations (Del Barrio et al, 2011). 

 

Peer interactions in adolescence and Peer Support programs 

 

Psychological research on peer interactions finds its origin in the Piagetian and Vygotskyan 

complementary tradition. The different emphases in understanding the changes that appear in 

childhood on one hand thought to begin with the appearance of cognitive conflict (Piaget, 

1932), on the other hand considering the role of social context for personal development (Vy-

gotsky, 1978), set the basisfor the recent interest in the peer mediation process in the wide 

field of social sciences. Tudge and Rogoff (1995) point to the importance of language as the 

essential semiotic instrument in interpersonal communication, emphasizing its development 

for shared comprehension and meaning.  In this sense, these authors understand that “[con-

flict] can very reasonably be considered as an opportunity to discuss a problem and coordinate 

a common activity to solve it” (p. 116). The questions asked at the start of implementing peer 

support systems were whether their structures were capable of improving student-student and 

student-teacher relationships, whether they could stop aggressions and/or bullying acts, 

whether they could prove useful for developing students’ social skills, and whether they could 

influence school climate.   
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As the research in the field has been moving forward, intervention programs have fo-

cused not only on individuals, but also on the group where abuses have occurred (Barrios, 

Andrés & Granizo, 2011; Martín, Fernández, Andrés, del Barrio & Echeita, 2003). As 

Salmivalli and other researchers have repeatedly shown (1998b, 1999; Salmivalli., Kaukiai-

nen & Voeten, 2005; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, Voeten & Sinisammal, 2004; Salmivalli, Lager-

spetz, Björkqvist, Österman & Kaukianen, 1996; Salmivalli & Voeten, 2004), there are strong 

connections between behaviors and attitudes, group norms, moral ethos and cognitive inter-

pretations of the relationships within the groups, which can in turn explain the group roles 

played by peers in bullying situations.  

 

The importance of having a best friend as a protection factor, in the face of aggressive 

acts or social exclusion on the part of the peer group, has been pointed to in early studies in 

the field (Boulton, Trueman, Chau, Whitehand & Amatya, 1999; Cowie & Wallace, 2000). 

This implies that interventions that encourage students to develop friendships can be suitable 

tools for vulnerable young people. In bullying studies, an increasing number of researchers 

consider the bullying phenomena as a relationship problem (Salmivalli, 1999; 2010; 

Salmivalli, Kärnä & Poskiparta, 2010); at the same time they present a number of results that 

reveal a small number of students determined to help victims. In Spain, the Ombudsman Na-

tional Report on School Violence (Defensor del Pueblo-UNICEF, 2000-2007) showed a per-

centage of victims that do not report their suffering to anybody, and that friends are the per-

sons who adolescents look to for support when they are in trouble, much more than teachers 

or families.  

 

Introduced in Spain at the beginning of the century, peer support programs were 

adapted by Fernández (Fernández, Villaoslada & Funes, 2002) from the first Anglo-Saxon 

models developed in the UK by Cowie and her research team (Cowie & Sharp, 1996; Cowie 

& Wallace, 2000), and share the same  theoretical orientation. Peer helpers are volunteer stu-

dents chosen by their mates in classroom sessions, according to a pro-social profile. Directed 

by the teacher, the class group has previously discussed the kind of conflicts they find in 

school and classroom daily life, mainly between students, though teacher-student problems 

are also considered. So, this model of peer support is presented as a tool–students helping 

students—whenever  emotional or relational needs are detected, and the peer helper figure is 

legitimated through democratic election by peers. 
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Thus, peer helpers receive specific training in communication skills and other core so-

cial skills, from a problem-solving approach. After completing the training, they mediate in 

interpersonal conflicts, their interventions being regularly supervised in student helper group 

sessions by teachers in charge of the program.  In short, the goal is to improve school climate 

and reduce bullying through the promotion of student participation in conflict resolution, in 

order to increase civic values through shared responsibility and through involvement in the 

affective climate of the school as a whole (Sharp & Cowie, 1998).  

 

Furthermore, in the everyday practice of peer supporters, student interventions follow 

principles of confidentiality, compromise, respect, solidarity, availability and justice, the gen-

eral idea being respect for and protection of the needs and rights of persons as identified in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 

 

Evaluation of the Peer Support programs  

 

Prior assessments show that peer support programs are powerful instruments for experiencing 

and improving social skills through feelings. Nevertheless, because of the variety of assess-

ment methods, it is difficult to make comparisons and, consequently, there are results that 

lead to conflicting conclusions about the factors that improve school climate. However, there 

is strong evidence that peer support improves the school climate, even though in the early 

stages of implementation, results can show an increase in conflicts (Del Barrio, Barrios, 

Granizo, Van der Meulen, Andrés & Gutiérrez, 2011; Cowie, 1998; Cowie, Naylor, Tal-

lamelli, Chauhan & Smith, 2002;  Cowie & Olafsson, 2000; Cowie & Wallace, 2000; Houl-

ston, Smith & Jessel, 2009; Mental Health Foundation, 2002; Naylor & Cowie, 1999; Naylor, 

Cowie & Del Rey, 2001; Ortega & del Rey, 2001; Ortega, Del Rey & Mora-Merchán, 2004; 

Smith, 2003;  Smith, Pepler & Rigby, 2004; Smith & Watson, 2004). More precisely, in stud-

ies that have used control groups, results to date have not been homogeneous and have not 

revealed differences in evolution, in specific cases, between experimental and control schools 

(Svensson, 2003).  

 

Aim and hypotheses of the study 

 

The aim is to study the perception of school climate and perceived satisfaction after imple-

mentation of a peer support program. We put forward the following hypotheses: 
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H1: The perception of conflicts will be different between the two schools 

H2: There will be more reported cases of verbal aggressions.  

H3: The program will be appreciated by students and teachers. 

 

 

Method 

 

Participants 

 

In the experimental school, 778 pupils participated in the study. The average age of the group 

was 13.7 years (SD=1.9). A peer support program based on “peer education” and help be-

tween peers was implemented in this school. The model is widely extended in Anglo-Saxon 

culture (Cowie & Sharp, 1996), having become an important intervention strategy for the im-

provement of school climate. In the control school, 462 pupils participated to the study. The 

average age of the group was 14.1 years (SD=1.1).  

 

 This study in 3 phases (pre-test, median and post-test) was carried out in two second-

ary schools acknowledged to be similar, both of them located in a suburban area on the out-

skirts of Madrid (Spain). More than 38% of the population are recently-arrived immigrants, 

primarily from Latin American countries. See Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Participants in the school climate study 

PHASE EXPERIMENTAL GROUP CONTROL GROUP 

 Students Teachers Students Teachers 

1 = Pre-test 261 33 112 27 

2 = Median 280 - 180 - 

3 = Post-test 237 32 170 26 

 

Instrument: climate assessment 

 

The instruments used were school climate questionnaires (Andrés, 2009a; Gaymard, Andrés 

& Fernández, 2002) for students (Cronbach’s alpha=0.86) and teachers (Cronbach’s al-

pha=0.81), including a wide range of questions from different categories according to climate 

factors. These factors allow assessment at the school level (macro perspective) or the class 

level (micro perspective) (see Table 2).  
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Table 2. School climate factors questionnaire 

I. School climate factors 

 

SOCIAL SYSTEM 

 Relations and interactions between students and self assessment 

 Relations and interactions between teachers and self assessment 

 Teacher/student and student/teacher relations and interactions  

1. Conflict perceptions, types and frequency 

2. Resolution strategies, rules and discipline 

 Relations and interactions between teachers/students/school ad-

ministration/other staff/families 

 Relationships between families 

 

TEACHER BEHAVIOR EXPECTATIONS  AND STUDENT 

ACHIEVEMENT 

 

PARTICIPATION, COMMUNICATION AND DECISION TAKING 

 

SCHOOL AND SOCIAL SAFETY ENVIRONMENT 

 

II. Classroom climate factors 

 

SOCIAL SYSTEM  

 Relations and interactions between students 

1. Friendship and help behaviors. 

2. Bullying and aggression 

1. Teacher/student and student/teacher relations and 

interactions Conflict perceptions, types and frequency 

2. Resolution strategies, rules and discipline 

TEACHER EXPECTATIONS AND CLASSROOM METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 The student questionnaire has 33 questions: dichotomy multiple choice and Likert 

scale degree of agreement. The teachers’ questionnaire is composed of 31 questions: dichot-

omy multiple choices and Likert scale degree of agreement. These questionnaires make it 

possible to compare pupils’ and teachers’ perception of the different types of conflicts and 

aggression and their frequency within the school and the classroom. Pupils are also ques-

tioned about their personal experience as a bully or a victim, and teachers about the way they 
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intervene in conflicts and their anti-bullying strategies within the classroom. In this paper we 

will report only the differences observed between the experimental and the control group (Ta-

ble 1 above).  

 

Procedure: Program assessment at the experimental school 

 

All the students and teachers of the experimental school were asked about the program im-

plementation and its influence on school climate. On the other hand, peer supporters and oth-

er volunteer pupils –non supporters- as well as participating teachers took part in focus groups 

to evaluate the program implementation on two occasions (Andrés, 2009a; Andrés & Martín, 

2002). Finally, the effects of the program on participating pupils were also measured (Andrés, 

Barrios & Martín, 2005; Andrés, Gaymard & Martín, 2005). A semi-structured interview with 

the head teacher and the program coordinator was carried out with the objective of evaluating 

school climate changes.  

 

Design and data analysis 

 

Analysis of results was carried out using the statistical package SPSS 9.0. The statistics used 

were the means for the scale questions, for analysis of variance (ANOVA) and percentages 

for the dichotomous items (chi-Square). The level of significance is between 95.0% and 

99.0%, the risk level being between 0.05 (p   .05) and 0.01 (p   .01)  

 

 

Results 

 

Changes in school climate from the pupil’s and the teacher’s perspective  

 

            Frequency and types of aggression and conflicts from the pupil’s perspective 

 According to the information reported by pupils, there was a general increase in the 

frequency of conflicts in the experimental school, while they decreased in the control school 

(macro perspective).  There were statistically significant differences in the averages [F (2, 76) 

= 5, 92, p < .003] between phase 1, 2 and 3 intakes on a Likert scale of 1-5 at the school 

where the program was implemented. As Figure 1 shows, the control school took the opposite 
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path, with mean differences [F (2, 11) =3, 81, p   .02] between the first, second and third 

phases.  

 

 

Figure 1: General frequency of conflicts at school level 

 

 

Asked about the incidence of different types of conflicts at the classroom level (micro 

perspective), pupils chose between seven options. In both schools they pointed to high per-

centages of disruptive behavior (an average of 70%) though differences [X
 2

(1) = 5.31, p  

.02] separate them in phase 3 where the control school gets higher percentages. Though stu-

dent’s lack of respect towards teachers is the second most frequent conflict in percentage in 

all phases, schools differ at each data intake when students answer about teacher’s lack of 

respect towards students: with higher significant differences in phase 1 [X
2
(1)= 14.32, p   

.0001],  in phase 2 [X
2
(1)=8.84, p   .003], and 3  [X

 2
(1)=6.3, p  .01], respectively. Aggres-

sions between students, with equivalent percentages in phases 1 and 2 have greater predomi-

nance at the experimental school [
2
(1) = 6.94, p    .008], with differences disappearing in 

phase 3, though high percentages of conflict are maintained at both schools (see Figure 2) 
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Figure 2. Types of conflicts in the classroom 

 

Regarding aggressions between students at the school level, students chose from seven 

options. Results show higher percentages in verbal aggressions and significant differences in 

phase 1 [X
 2

(1) = 4.67, p   .03] and 3 [X
 2

(1) = 84.2, p    .001], where this conflict decreases 

in the control school and similar percentages are maintained in the experimental school. Phys-

ical aggressions is the second highest category that worries students, as it is also chosen by a 

high percentage, and shows differences in school evolution as follows: an average of 26.1% in 

phase 1, starting to show percentage differences in the second data intake –lower in the con-

trol school than in the experimental school-, and finally becoming more significant in phase 3 

[X
 2
(1) =22.24, p   .0001].  

 

Social exclusion is more noted by experimental students [X
 2

(1) = 11.25, p   .01], 

though percentages are equivalent in phase 2 and 3. Therefore, highly significant differences 

are found in the evolution between phases in the experimental school [X
 2

(2) =16.83, p   

.0001].  Vandalism also shows differences between schools, with control percentages now 

higher than experimental percentages in phase 1 [X
 2

(1) = 6.86, p  .009]; similar percentages 

in phase 2, then separating again in phase 3 [X
 2

(1) = 9.75, p   .002].  Finally, when asked 
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about aggressions of less importance, student opinions differ between schools in the last two 

phases: starting from an equivalent initial situation, scores separates in phase 2 [X
 2

(1) = 6.3, p 

 .01] and in phase 3 with highly significant differences between them [X
 2

(1)=16.8, p   

.0001].  See Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: Type of aggression between students 

 

Bullying situation and personal experiences 

 Concerning “Bullying situations”, student questionnaires include two different types 

of items related to bullying situations: two questions that ask about the general incidence of 

bullying at school; and two others where students respond with regard to every type of bully-

ing behavior (Never happens to me/I never do it, Sometimes happens to me/I sometimes do it, 

Very often happens to me/I usually do it
1
) (one question for victims, one question for bullies). 

No significant differences were found between schools or between phases in the experimental 

school.  

                                                 

1
 Very often happens to me/I usually do it: In order to simplify statistical analysis and compare with 

Ombudsman national results for Violence in Secondary schools, this category has unified very 

often and always, as they have been presented in the questionnaire. 
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Practically none of the bullies recognize their participation in the episodes: the lowest 

frequency is found in the experimental school, though with significant differences between 

phase 2 (27.9%) and 3 (41.8%)  [X
 2

(10) =19.29, p    .03].  As for incidence of types of bul-

lying behaviors from the victim’s point of view, remarkable between-school differences were 

found, with a higher frequency of sexual harassment in phase 3 [X
 2

(3)=7.84, p    .04] (Table 

3). Neither the bullies from the experimental school nor those in the control school recognize 

any kind of behavior at a higher frequency (only in social exclusion, sometimes, in phase 2 [X
 

2
 (3) = 10.51, p   . 01]). 

Table 3. Sexual harassment incidence according to victims 

I am sexually bullied 

Phase Group 
Never Sometimes Very often n.a.. Total Group 

N % N % N % N % N % 

1 
Exptl. 34 75.6% 3 6.7% 3 6.7% 5 11.1% 45 100.0% 

Cntrl. 21 95.5% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 1 16.7% 22 100.0% 

2 
Exptl. 31 66.0% 1 2.1% 2 4.3% 13 27.7% 47 100.0% 

Cntrl. 25 86.2% 2 6.9% 1 3.4% 1 3.4% 29 100.0% 

3 
Exptl. 24 57.1% 4 9.5% 4 9.5% 10 23.8% 42 100.0% 

Cntrl. 31 86.1% 1 2.8% 1 2.8% 3 8.3% 36 100.0% 

 

 On the other side of the situation, for victims of bullying or or other types of suffering, 

when asked about emotional support at school, students at both schools rarely select the op-

tion with nobody - with an average of 6.5% over all phases for both schools-, with differences 

seen in the last intake [X
 2

(1) = 6.43, p   .01].   

 

 Students’ first choice out of ten options is classmates, with no differences between 

schools. Differences were found in the subitem families, though high percentage choices in 

phases 1, 2 and 3 are greater for the experimental group [X
 2

(1) = 5.76, p   .01]. Classroom 

delegate is selected by few students and presents differences at every intake: 1 [X
 2

(1) = 4.76, 

p  .02]; 2 [X
 2

(1) = 5.01, p   .02] and 3 [X
 2

(1) = 6.29, p   .01]). On the other hand, with 

higher percentages in the control group, differences were also found for another teacher [X
 

2
(1) = 5.9, p  .01] and for other staff, in phase 2 [X

 2
(1) = 4.28, p  .03]  

 

 Frequency  and  types of aggression and conflicts from teachers’ perspective 

According to the information reported by teachers, not many changes in the school cli-

mate were found between the two data intakes in the experimental school. At the same time, 

though both groups share a high number of contextual characteristics of culture and organiza-
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tion, they are differentiated in certain indicators related to conflict detection and prevention 

strategies, social relationships and interactions between students and teachers, disruption con-

trol  and bullying actions taken by teachers in their classrooms. These are discussed below.   

 

Frequency and types of agression and conflicts 

 

 Teachers from both schools have similar opinions about the frequency of conflicts in their 

schools, as there are no differences between means on the Likert scale 1-5. On the other hand, 

when asked about the type of aggressions between students, differences were found in verbal 

aggression –the most frequent conflict in both schools- and social exclusion.  

 

In the first case, differences between schools are between pre [X
 2

(1) = 5.17 p  .02] 

and post-test [X
 2 

(1 = 11.42, p   .001] Social exclusion separate the two groups in the last 

data intake [X
 2

(1) = 4.25, p   .03]. According to teachers, the most frequent conflict in stu-

dent aggression toward themselvesis verbal, , and between-school differences were found in 

the sub-item “students have made public mockery of you” [X
 2

(1) = 4.84, p  .02], with a 

higher incidence in the control school in the last phase. Referring particularly to classroom 

conflicts, students’ manners and lack of respect for teachers is the most frequent conflict, 

showing between-school differences only in the pre-test intake for the item bad manners and 

aggression between students [X
 2
(1)=6.84, p   .009]. 

 

Disruption control strategies in the classroom 

 

When teachers answer the general question about their control of classroom disruption, they 

feel more optimistic in the first data intake (3.00), showing differences in the second phase in 

a negative sense (2.53), on a Likert scale of 1-4 [F (1.56)=6.64,  p   .05]. Regarding the four 

disruptive behaviors asked about – hindering the functioning of the class, challenging the 

teacher’s authority, not doing homework and destroying school materials- and the twelve 

teachers’ corresponding actions to stop them, few differences were found between phases in 

the experimental group or between the two schools. Table 4 below shows the main measures 

taken by teachers (above 20%) in one or two of the data intakes, as well as the differences 

between groups (even if they had been chosen by a small percentage of teachers). 
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Table 4. Differences in the primary disruption control measures taken by teachers  

in their classrooms. 

MEASURE GROUP 

Phase 1 

PRE 

INTERVENTION 

Phase 3 

POST 

INTERVENTION 

% 
2
(1) p % 

2
(1) p 

A student hinders the functioning of the class 

I give a verbal warning at this 

moment 

Exptl. 50.0 
  

40.0 
4.28 0.03 

Contrl 73.1 68.0 

I move him/her apart from the 

group 

Exptl. 25.0 
4.78 0.02 

10.0 
  

Contrl 3.8 4.0 

A student challenges teacher authority 

I call the student aside  
Exptl. 51.7 

9.00 0.003 
33.3 

  
Contrl. 12.5 24.0 

I take disciplinary actions 
Exptl. 13.8 

9.82 0.002 
30.0 

  
Contrl 54.2 52.0 

A student destroys teaching materials 

I encourage the whole group to 

be involved in the resolution… 

Exptl. 51.7 
14.66 0.0001 

0.0 
  

Contrl. 4.0  

I take disciplinary actions Exptl. 3.4 14.57 0.0001 28.6 4.05 0.04 

 

 

Anti-bullying strategies in the classroom 

Of the twelve bullying behaviors asked about and the twelve teachers’ corresponding actions 

to stop them, between-teacher differences were found in all bullying categories at both 

schools.  The criteria for selecting measures to include in the next table are the same as those 

used above(Tables 5 and 6).  

 

 

Table 5. Differences in the primary measures taken by teachers for controlling bullying  

in their classrooms (1) 

MEASURE GROUP 

Phase 1 

PRE 

INTERVENTIO

N 

Phase 3 

POST 

INTERVENTION 

% 
2
(1)   % 

2
(1) 

A student habitually ignores a classmate 

I ignore the situation 
Exptl. 6.5 

  
17.9 

4.74 0.02 
Contrl. 8.3 0.0 

I tell my colleagues and listen to 

their advice 

Exptl. 19.4 
  

17.9 
4.74 0.02 Contrl. 16.7 45.8 
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A student habitually insults a classmate 

I call the student aside 
Exptl. 48.3 

7.23 0.007 
37.0 

  
Contrl. 13.0 20.0 

I take disciplinary actions 
Exptl. 3.4 

5.64 0.01 
25.9 

  
Contrl. 16.1 16.0 

A student habitually calls someone offending names  

I ignore the situation 
Exptl. 0.0 

  
0.0 

3.84 0.05 
Contrl. 4.2 12.5 

 A student habitually steals things from someone 

 

I talk to the teacher in charge of the 

group or to the School Administrator 

Exptl. 48.1 
4.15 0.04 

56.0 
  

Contrl. 20.8 45.8 

It doesn’t happen 
Exptl. 7.4 

5.41 0.02 
8.0 

  
Contrl. 33.3 0.0 

A student habitually hits someone 

I give a verbal warning at this mo-

ment 

Exptl. 34.6 
  

17.9 3.9

9 
0.04 

Contrl. 26.1 43.5 

I call the student aside 
Exptl. 38.5 

5.84 0.01 
10.7 

  
Contrl. 8.7 4.3 

I throw him/her out of class 
Exptl. 26.9 

4.55 0.03 
21.4 

  
Contrl. 4.3 17.4 

I take disciplinary actions 
Exptl. 7.7 

4.21 0.04 
32.1 4.2

0 
0.04 

Contrl. 30.4 60.9 

It doesn’t happen 
Exptl. 3.8 

7.79 0.005 
10.7 

  
Contrl. 34.8 8.7 

 

 

Table 6. Differences in the primary bullying control measures taken by teachers  

in their classrooms (2) 

A student habitually threatens someone just to scare him/her 

I call the student aside 
Exptl. 43.3 

4.84 0.02 
35.7 

  
Contrl. 14.3 31.8 

I encourage the whole group to be 

involved in the resolution… 

Exptl. 0.0 
4.55 0.03 

7.1 
  

Contrl. 14.3 4.5 

It doesn’t  happen 
Exptl. 3.3 

6.64 0.01 
14.3 

  
Contrl. 28.6 9.1 

A student habitually threatens someone with weapons 

It doesn’t  happen 
Exptl. 25.9 

4.84 0.02 
40.9 

  
Contrl. 56.5 39.1 

A student habitually harasses someone sexually     

It doesn’t  happen 
Exptl. 25.9 

4.18 0.04 
23.5 

  
Contrl. 54.5 33.3 

I talk to the family 
Exptl. 14.8 

  
26.1 

6.34 0.01 
Contrl. 13.6 0.0 
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Program implementation 

Students’ and teachers’ perceived efficacy 

 

The results of the data analysis from a brief questionnaire, along with the climate in 

the experimental school, whether in phase 2 (students only) or phase 3 (students and teachers) 

show general agreement about an understanding of the program, and the figures who primar-

ily administer it (helper students), for both groups of teachers and students (Figure 4) 

 

 

Figure 4.  An understanding of the program, the peer helper in the classroom  

and his/her interventions 

 

The same agreement between the two groups is found in affirmative responses to its 

usefulness for improving the climate (Figure 5), with high percentages of positive answers 

also in the assessment of helpers’ interventions (Figure 6). 
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Figure 5:  Influence of the program on the school climate 

 

 

 

Figure 6:  Evaluation of peer helper interventions 

 

Program  by the School Administrators 

 

 

The main points obtained from in-depth interviews with the two school administrators in 

charge of program implementation are summarized as follows:  
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General assessment of the program is positive, both persons sharing their firm agreement 

about continuing the program in the future. Despite the special difficulties of the social con-

text, both consider that the program has worked well, showing a capacity to cushion the im-

pact of conflicts and to promote social and moral development of the students involved. 

 

The program has turned out to be an effective instrument in preventing conflicts (or 

stopping their escalation when they have already appeared). It has also promoted positive re-

lationships between students, e.g. successfully detecting and intervening in bullying cases, 

helping to integrate new students, etc. It is less useful in disruption-related conflicts between 

teachers and students (where the conventional school rules traditionally act). 

 

The program has helped to construct a new culture of participation, as it has offered 

the possibility of real student involvement in the resolution of everyday conflicts, encouraged 

by a shared responsibility in the creation and maintenance of a healthy school climate. Never-

theless, both administrators report limitations to its influence on the school climate as a 

whole, because of the complexity of its implementation in the current school social organiza-

tion. 

 

Discussion 

 

The general objective of this study was the assessment of a school intervention program based 

on peer support systems, as compared to a control group. It belongs to the few assessments 

that are based on the comparison between an experimental and a control group, and have not 

produced direct significant results (Cowie & Smith, 2013; Smith & Salmivalli, 2011; 

Svensson, 2003; Thompson & Smith, 2013) 

 

The detailed analysis of the effects on school climate presented in this work reveals 

the particularly difficult situation of the experimental school, as reflected in an overall in-

crease of conflicts and the consequent deterioration of relationships between students and 

teachers in general. In the classroom, on the other hand, support for emotional problems in-

creases and there is a decrease in disruptive behavior (usually chosen as the most important 

problem in the school). This change seems to indicate an increase, towards the end of the sec-

ond year, in the possibilities of receiving help from classmates in times of need. In any case, 
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the majority indicate that they can count on some classmates, followed by their parents, sib-

lings or older friends and, finally, their teachers. This could be related to the presence of the 

program.  

 

An analysis of the conflicts at the school level shows, in turn, a drastic increase in 

physical aggressions as one of the most striking changes; however, the conflicts most reported 

by students were verbal aggression between students, of very high incidence (hypothesis two). 

At the same time, the experimental school shows decreases in social isolation, theft and van-

dalism, this being compatible with the information regarding the general increase of conflicts 

in the last phase of the study. In this way, along with the previous, and further noting the high 

incidence of disrespectful behaviour by students towards teachers, students also report an in-

crease in frequency of disrespectful behaviour towards them by some of the teachers, al-

though in percentages they are notably fewer than the conflicts mentioned above.  

 

Rounding out this information with the incidence of bullying, in which no differences 

were found between the schools, it should be first noted that there is a lack of change when 

asked about abuse in general during the study’s two year duration. In total, six percent of stu-

dents admit to being frequently victimized, a rate that is higher than the data provided by most  

studies, although they do concur in that the most frequent conflicts are verbal aggression 

(Defensor del Pueblo-UNICEF, 2000; 2007). The control school, in turn, presents very similar 

results to the experimental school in certain indicators, although they differ at other moments 

of the evaluation. This finding shows, as hypothesized, that the perception of conflicts was 

different at the two schools. In the first place, there is a strikingly different evolution of the 

frequency of conflicts in the general sphere of the school, with a sharp decline in the control 

group. Physical aggressions, especially, separate the schools in the last phase. In the last phase 

of the study, a difference in the direction of an increase in class disruptions, and in theft and 

vandalism, being greater in the control school, can be observed according to the information 

provided by students. 

 

Although there are not many differences between the schools regarding bullying, cer-

tain differences can be observed in more serious types: sexual harassment, in which the ex-

perimental school rates a frequency three times higher than that of the control school. Another 

important detail resulting from a comparison of the two schools, is the data gathered about the 

emotional support received by the victims (its absence and of the people receiving support): in 
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the last phase of the study, the control group reporting the absence of support is significantly 

higher at the control school than at the experimental school. At the same time, support from 

the family is also greater in the former. 

 

According to the information provided by teachers, just as verbal aggressions between 

students – a conflict of very high incidence in both schools – are more frequent in the experi-

mental school, the most striking difference in the last phase is the increase in social isolation 

in the control school. Also from the teachers’ perspective, those who work at the control 

school are mocked by students more often than at the experimental school. Even so, no im-

portant differences have been observed, generally speaking, in the interpersonal relationships 

between teachers, students-teachers, and teachers-administrators at both schools at the end of 

the study.  In terms of the course of action taken by teachers faced with class disruptions and 

abusive behavior, and the measures taken to deal with or prevent them, both schools are simi-

lar to a large degree, with few exceptions. With regard to class disruptions, the difference in 

the last phase points to the more frequent use, in the control school, of verbal reprimands to 

the student disrupting the class, as well as a greater use of disciplinary actions. The bullying 

cases observed by teachers point to differences in the last phase in different types of behav-

iors: with social isolation, the control teachers seemed to intervene more than the experimen-

tal school teachers, they also reported doing so in the case of verbal and physical aggression, 

with one exception: with sexual harassment, in which teachers say they inform the families. 

Consistent with the information provided by students, who point to the importance of this 

conflict at the school, teachers from the experimental school do seem concerned with inter-

vening. 

 

Regarding school-wide evaluation of the program  and based on the data provided by 

its beneficiaries and by teachers, we note the high marks received for degree of awareness of 

the program, the helpers and their actions. This data generally concurs with that obtained in 

previous studies in the field (Cowie, 1998; Cowie, Naylor, Talamelli, Chauhan & Smith, 

2002; Naylor & Cowie, 1999; Naylor, Cowie & Del Rey, 2001;). The result also confirms our 

third hypothesis.  

 

About the interventions, although they receive a positive rating from most of the 

teachers and students, they seem to be less valued by one group. The reason for this might be 

found in the confidential nature of interventions, which would prevent raters from obtaining 
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the level of knowledge necessary for evaluating them more precisely. Nevertheless, a large 

majority from both groups consider the program to be useful for improvemingrelationships at 

school, this being one of the program’s success indicators. 

 

The two school administrators interviewed also rated the program very positively. 

When analysing the especially difficult situation the schools were experiencing at the time of 

the program’s introduction, they mention the importance of its presence in easing of the im-

pact of conflicts. Both administrators reiterate the program’s ability to act as an instrument of 

prevention and for improving interpersonal relationships, especially between students (more 

than in conflicts with teachers in the classroom). The link they establish between the peer 

helpers’ direct participation in the program and their social and ethical development is very 

relevant in itself, while pointing out the importance of experience for learning the values 

needed for establishing good relationships. 

 

The cases of peer helper intervention in bullying situations deserve special attention. It 

is not difficult to conceive that the complex circumstances derived from the physical and so-

cial environment in which the school is located, especially during the first two years of the 

program’s implementation, made greater visibility of peer helper actions more difficult, hin-

dering the positive repercussions of these actions on the overall school climate. The three lev-

els of prevention within the program, firstly, in the orientation of the training offered, sec-

ondly, in the detection of and first intervention in cases that were encountered through the 

program, and thirdly, in the course of action taken by the peer helpers directed toward recov-

ery in students who have experienced abuse, are all present in the exciting reports of their 

interventions provided by the Head Teacher and the Director of Studies (school administra-

tors), although for lack of space it is not possible to include them here (Andrés, 2009a). But it 

seems relevant to mention them since, on the prevention-remedy continuum of educational 

action, opportunities for social and ethical learning appear, which the professionals responsi-

ble for the project mention in their reports. 
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Limitations of the study, future research lines and theoretical-practical implications of the 

findings 

 

We acknowledge a certain number of limitations in this study. Firstly, it would have 

been valuable to do a longitudinal follow up of the pupils and teachers, if the population were 

more stable from one year to the other.  

 

Other limitations stem from the program’s ability to achieve an improved school cli-

mate. Precisely in this aspect, our results diverge from those found in previous studies. The 

increase in conflicts mentioned above  has been observed in other schools, also after program 

implementation (BRǺ, 1999, quoted in Svensson, 2003; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen & Voeten, 

2005; Salmivalli, Kaukiainen, Voeten & Sinisammal, 2004; Smith, 2003). Just as in our case, 

this information is partly attributable to the effect of awareness and consciousness that the 

program produces when being introduced. These results also highlight the inherent limits to 

“a perceptive approach” which relies on the sensations of people and the influence of norma-

tive models. Thus Gaymard and Andrés (2009) have shown the complexity of representation 

when young high school students are asked to answer a questionnaire on social skills accord-

ing to different pro and con normative instructions. The information indicates an increase in 

conflicts which occurs in parallel to the implantation and positive evaluation of the program 

by students and teachers, a paradoxical result that was also found in the previous literature 

(Andrés, 2009; Cowie & Fernandez, 2006; Cowie & Olafsson, 2001; Houston, Smith & Jes-

sel, 2009, 2011; Naylor & Cowie 1999, Svensson, 2003). In this regard, it is considered a use-

ful tool to improve safety at the school, even with a perception of reduced bullying (Cowie & 

Olafsson, 2001; Cowie & Smith, 2013; Naylor & Cowie, 1999). Nevertheless, there is a need 

to design successive evaluations of the programs over the course of several years of function-

ing, from which we might expect relevant contributions to the social-emotional climate of the 

school. In this sense, a very recent work by Cowie (2014) indicates that peer support can be 

extremely effective in creating emotionally healthy relationships in the whole school commu-

nity (p. 30) 

 

As some researchers have already indicated (Cowie & Smith, 2013), it is essential to 

continue to increase the peer group’s understanding of the roles and motivations of bullying. 

In recent years, moreover, cyberbullying has acquired special importance, as a new form of 
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bullying with its own characteristics, for which different procedures and interventions must be 

developed (Mora - Merchán & Jäger, 2010). 

 

Finally, we must bear in mind other types of difficulties that could arise from the im-

plementation of these programs, inasmuch as it is necessary to incorporate them into the daily 

organization of schools, thus ensuring their continuity. In this way, organizational rigidity, 

added to the lack of decisive support from the Administration, could be an important obstacle 

to success. In any case, these types of programs point the way towards building positive inter-

personal relationships at school: their contribution to the culture of participation and shared 

responsibility in the management of a cooperative atmosphere encourages the progress of not 

only of those directly involved, but also of the educational institution as a whole.  
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