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Teachers’ intervention in school 
Bullying: a Qualitative analysis on 
italian Teachers
Daniela Acquadro Maran*, Maurizio Tirassa and Tatiana Begotti

Department of Psychology, University of Turin, Turin, Italy

The chances that a teacher will intervene in a case of bullying appear to be associated 
with several variables, which may be resumed as the confidence that he has in his capa-
bility to deal with problems at school. In accordance with Social Cognitive Theory and 
Attribution Theory, the three-factor model of self-confidence was used to investigate the 
differences between preservice teachers (PSTs) and in service teachers (ISTs). A quali-
tative approach was used to examine the strategies of intervention suggested against 
bullying at school by teachers. Results showed that there are different profiles to PSTs 
and ISTs. In both groups, participants with low outcome expectations (OEs) revealed a 
propension to intervention in the classroom, while those characterized by high external 
locus of control tend to intervene only upon the victims and the bullies. ISTs with high 
OEs are the group most likely to intervene directly, because they are self-confident in 
their abilities to put an end to the problem. Overall, the data show that professional expe-
rience is important for the interpretation of the phenomenon and remedies suggested. 
This does not mean that interventions suggested by IST are necessarily effective, but 
that they tend to have a stronger sense of self-efficacy.

Keywords: bullying, qualitative approach, victims, teacher, italy

inTrODUcTiOn

School bullying is a serious and pervasive problem that has been scrutinized by psychologists, social 
scientists, and educators since at least the 1970s. It is defined as a repeated, intentionally aggressive 
behavior that involves an actual or perceived imbalance of power between the perpetrator(s) and 
the victim(s) (Olweus, 1993, 2003; Patton et al., 2017). Bullying generally occurs at school (in the 
classrooms, the hallways, the bathrooms, the courtyards, and so on) (Hong and Espelage, 2012) and 
may take different forms. In a dichotomous classification, it may be overt (consisting of material 
actions such as hitting, punching, or kicking, or verbal aggressions such as insults and threats) or 
covert (consisting of less visible acts, like gossiping, social exclusion, laughing at, and isolating) (Byers 
et al., 2011; Power-Elliott and Harris, 2012; Platt et al., 2016). Research has mostly studied bullying 
at the peer group level, emphasizing its role in influencing the current and future behaviors of the 
perpetrators, victims, and witnesses (Salmivalli et al., 1996; Salmivalli, 2010; Boulton et al., 2017). 
However, while reactions from peers certainly affect how students may become involved in and cope 
with these events (Saarento et al., 2015), other facts are just as important.

Recent research has stressed the role of teachers in recognizing episodes of bullying and identify-
ing their actors, as well as in preventing and intervening on them (DeOrnellas and Spurgin, 2017). 
Of course, teachers are continuously called upon to make decisions and act in these situations. This 
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reinforces or inhibits the various possible behaviors on the part of 
the bullies, the victims, and the bystanders (Craig et al., 2011), and 
in general affects how pupils perceive and react to bullying (Gini, 
2005; Twemlow et al., 2006; Bjereld et al., 2017). Indeed, there is 
evidence showing that students who perceive their teachers as 
disapproving of bullying are less likely to bully others; conversely, 
bullying is more common when students feel that their teachers 
tolerate it (Saarento et al., 2013).

In line with these ideas, we will examine some professional and 
psychological factors that affect how teachers perceive bullying 
and the chances they have to successfully intervene.

The chances that a teacher will intervene in a case of bully-
ing appear to be associated with several variables (Ettekal et al., 
2015), which may be associated with the confidence he has in his 
capability to deal with problems at school (Nicolaides et al., 2002; 
Alvarez, 2007). When teachers feel capable of caring for students, 
promoting positive relations among them, and managing matters 
of both learning and behavior in positive ways, students are far 
less likely to become involved in bullying (Roland and Galloway, 
2002).

Denzine et al. (2005) identified the different facets of this feel-
ing of confidence in self-efficacy, outcome expectations (OEs), 
and the specific causal explanations that are given for the problem 
at hand. The first two variables are related to Social Cognitive 
Theory (Woolfolk et al., 1990), while the last refers to Attribution 
Theory (Weiner, 1986, 2010).

Self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) is an individual’s subjectively 
perceived capability of coping with a certain task. A teacher’s 
self-efficacy is his own “judgment of … his capabilities to bring 
about the desired outcomes of student engagement and learning, 
even among those students who may be difficult or unmotivated” 
(Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2001, p. 783). This is one of the 
most important variables related to both effective teaching 
strategies and positive student outcomes (Gibson and Dembo, 
1984). Furthermore, teachers’ self-efficacy correlates negatively 
with stress and burnout and positively with job satisfaction and 
commitment (Aloe et al., 2014; Zee and Koomen, 2016). Veenstra 
et  al. (2014) showed that teachers’ self-efficacy has a strong 
correlation with teachers’ intervention against bullying; classes 
where teachers had high self-efficacy also had lower occurrences 
of bullying.

A different, but related, notion is that of OEs, defined as an 
agent’s beliefs about the likely consequences of a specific action 
and the chances that a specific outcome will actually follow from 
his or her successfully performed behavior (Bandura, 1997; 
Denzine et  al., 2005; Williams et  al., 2005). Teachers’ expecta-
tions about their students’ positive outcomes affect how they 
themselves behave and interact with the students in the classroom 
(Skinner et al., 2014). High expectations correlate positively with 
the educational opportunities granted to the students and with 
the construction of a positive emotional climate in the classroom 
(Rubie-Davies, 2006). High expectations also push teachers to 
increase their efforts to cope with problematic situations at school 
(Schwarzer and Hallum, 2008).

Weiner (1986) distinguishes between OEs and locus of 
control. The latter is what an individual expects about his or her 
capability to control or reinforce their environment (Rotter, 1966; 

Lachman, 2006). Teachers generally tend to attribute a student’s 
failure to external causes (external locus of control), such as social 
distress, personal, or family problems, while crediting themselves 
for a student’s success, attributing it to internal causes like their 
ability to challenge students (internal locus of control) (Wang 
et al., 2015). An internal locus of control is important for teach-
ers’ senses of responsibility and leads them to intervene actively 
in problematic situations at school, such as bullying episodes 
(Sarıçam et al., 2012).

This three-factor model of self-confidence [self-efficacy beliefs 
(SEB), OEs, and locus of control] is well known in school psychol-
ogy investigations (Taimalu et al., 2007), and it has demonstrated 
promising results in explaining teachers’ problems at school.

Literature analysis has shown that investigations on teachers’ 
intentions to intervene in bullying episodes involve two differ-
ent types of teachers: preservice teachers (PSTs), i.e., persons 
who have no teaching experience, but are following a training 
program that will prepare them to become teachers, and teach-
ers in service (ISTs). These two populations turn out to have 
different attitudes toward bullying. In particular, PSTs perceive 
themselves as capable of effective intervention in cases of bul-
lying, but not toward all the parties involved. In research con-
ducted by Nicolaides et al. (2002), for example, PSTs felt more 
secure in supporting victims, such as by encouraging viewers 
to be more proactive. They were also willing to work with the 
families, in particular the parents of victims. However, they felt 
less confident working with the parents of bullies and directly 
dealing with bullies. PSTs studied by Kahn et al. (2012) said they 
were more likely to take action in response to overt aggression 
than to covert. However, the negative outcomes experienced by 
pupils regardless of the type of victimization is an indicator that 
these teachers were not trained and sensitized to address the 
problem properly.

ISTs are generally less likely to get involved and intervene 
personally in cases of relational aggression (Yoon and Kerber, 
2003). This population is more prone to leave the solution to 
children, both bullies and victims (Yoon et  al., 2016). They 
tend to have low confidence in their ability to deal effectively 
with bullying, which affects their willingness and ability to get 
involved. In contrast to them, ISTs with high self-efficacy tend to 
differentiate between the various strategies to cope with problem 
behaviors and change their goals according to students’ needs and 
expectations (Zee and Koomen, 2016). When IST’s self-efficacy 
is high, the students, too, perceive teachers as highly effective in 
combating bullying (Veenstra et al., 2014). Conversely, teachers 
with a low self-efficacy are perceived by students as less able to 
prevent bullying (Crothers and Kolbert, 2004). While teachers’ 
attitudes and ways of intervention on bullying are routinely 
taken into account in the literature, investigations of the role 
of teaching experience are substantially lacking. In fact, beyond 
a teacher’s theoretical knowledge, his professional experience 
can influence his self-confidence in dealing with problematic 
situations at school, and specifically his choices concerning the 
prevention of bullying and the intervention strategies to adopt 
when necessary.

On this basis, we intended to evaluate two questions: (i) 
whether PSTs and ISTs would recommended different strategies 
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of intervention on bullying and (ii) whether the different recom-
mendations given by the two subject groups would be associated 
with different levels of self-confidence in dealing with problems 
at school.

current study
We adopted a qualitative approach to investigate the strategies 
recommended by the ISTs and PSTs and their self-confidence 
in dealing with problems at school. Adopting a qualitative 
method allows participants to express their understanding of 
the phenomenon, the ways to deal with it, the self-confidence 
in their roles based upon their own perceptions and experiences 
(Hopkins et al., 2013). The supplementary advantage offered by 
this method is that it allows a better understanding of the phe-
nomenon and captures the respondents’ points of view without 
predetermining their answers (Patton, 2002; Ritchie et al., 2013). 
Moreover, according to Nastasi and Schensul (2005), a qualita-
tive approach permits researchers to focus on contextual factors 
that improve or debilitate the efficacy of interventions in specific 
school problems (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2008). This approach 
is widely used in social science research (Creswell, 2013), and 
regarding bullying, it has been used to investigate the descrip-
tions of bullying behavior provided by teachers (Mishna et al., 
2005) and the descriptions of the effectiveness of anti-bullying 
interventions provided both by teachers and students (Crothers 
and Kolbert, 2004).

The context of the current study is Italy, where national inves-
tigations show that the rate of bullying occurring “sometimes” 
or “more frequently” is 41.6% in primary schools and 26.4% in 
middle schools (Fonzi et al., 2014). The prevalence is 35.6% in 
students aged 12–19 years (Eurispes-Telefono Azzurro, 2007).

The general goal of our study was to evaluate whether teaching 
experience affects:

 (i) The strategies recommended by PSTs and ISTs to cope with 
bullying.

 (ii) The relation between the strategies recommended by PSTs 
and ISTs and teachers’ self-confidence in dealing with prob-
lems at school.

In accordance with the three-factor model reported above, we 
analyzed self-efficacy, OEs, and locus of control.

Given the lack of literature on this topic, we did not have spe-
cific hypotheses about the relationship between self-confidence 
and the strategies recommended by both PSTs and ISPs. We thus 
intended to analyze this from an explorative perspective.

MeThODOlOgY

Participants
238 teachers, aged 22–65 (mean age 36.5 years, SD = 8), helped 
us collect the data. 110 (46.2%) were PSTs aged 22–52 (M = 27, 
SD = 6.8), almost all female (96%). They were recruited from a 
University in the North-West of Italy, where they were attending 
the last year of the Master’s course in Educational Science. The rest 
were ISTs (n = 128, 53.8%) aged 25–65 (M = 46; SD = 9.3), most 
of them female (92%). They were recruited from a comprehensive 

school1 in the Province of Turin in North-West Italy. They were 
employed in kindergarten (21%), primary schools (63%), and 
lower and higher secondary schools (16%). 95% of them had 
more than 5 years of experience. The large prevalence of females 
in both groups reflects the data from national statistic reports 
(Istat, 2011).

Materials
Participants were asked to anonymously fill a self-administered 
questionnaire in several sections. The first section described the 
purpose of the questionnaire and contained the instructions 
for replying, the anonymity and privacy statements, and ques-
tions about the respondent’s sex and age. For ISTs, there were 
additional questions about the number of years teaching and 
the school level in which they were teaching at that time (kin-
dergarten, primary school, lower secondary school, or higher 
secondary school).

The second section of the questionnaire contained the qualita-
tive investigation. The respondents were asked to think about a 
bullying episode in the classroom and then answer the following 
open question: “Please describe what you could do to stop bully-
ing.” They were also asked to describe what strategies they would 
suggest to pupils to stop bullying.

The third section of the questionnaire included different 
measures of the teachers’ attitudes toward bullying and victimiza-
tion, empathy toward the victims, likelihood of intervention in 
the case of overt and covert bullying, and their perceptions of 
self-confidence in dealing with problems at school.

To assess teachers’ self-confidence in dealing with problems 
at school, the Teacher Efficacy Scale was used (TES: Gibson 
and Dembo, 1984). In particular, we used the three-factor 
model of TES (Denzine et  al., 2005), which included the fol-
lowing: (i) three items measuring SEB (e.g., “If a student did 
not remember information I gave in a previous lesson, I would 
know how to increase his/her retention in the next lesson”); 
(ii) three items measuring OE (e.g., “When the grades of my 
students improve, it is usually because I found more effective 
teaching approaches”) and (iii) four items measuring external 
locus of control beliefs (E-LOC) (e.g., “When it comes right 
down to it, a teacher really cannot do much because most of 
a student’s motivation and performance depends on his/her 
home environment”). Each item was measured on a 5-point 
scale (from 1 = strong disagreement to 5 = strong agreement). 
The internal consistency of our assessment as measured with 
Cronbach’s alpha was as follows: SEB α = 0.58 (range 3–15); OE 
α = 0.64 (3–15); E-LOC α = 0.61 (4–20).

Procedure
The data were collected by research assistants trained by the 
researchers. Each participant was given a printout of the ques-
tionnaire, the information letter, and the informed consent form 
in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. This procedure is 

1 In Italy, a comprehensive school is a school complex where various (or all) educa-
tional levels are present, typically from the primary to the higher secondary, which 
means that the ages of students will range from about 6 to about 19 years.

http://www.frontiersin.org/education
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/education/archive


Dendrogram of stable classes - PST

Class I (11 e.c.u; 10.6%) 

Class II (11 e.c.u; 10.6%) 

|---------------+ 
|---------------+                                                     

|---------------+        |
|------------------+             

Class IV (23 e.c.u; 22.1%)|-------------------------------+ |------------+
Class III (34 e.c.u; 32.7%) |--------------------------------------------------+ |
Class V (25 e.c.u; 24%) |---------------------------------------------------------------+

FigUre 1 | Dendrogram of stable classes—preservice teacher.

4

Acquadro Maran et al. Teachers’ Self-confidence and Bullying

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org July 2017 | Volume 2 | Article 36

in accordance with the code of ethics of the Italian Association of 
Professional Psychologists and Italian law (the latter concerning 
privacy).

Preservice teachers were contacted at their academic courses. 
The questionnaires were group administered in classrooms 
before the beginning of a lesson and were returned immediately. 
The response rate was 100%.

ISTs completed the questionnaire at their workplace. The 
questionnaire was distributed to the entire teaching staff (200 
teachers). A dedicated box had been left in the teacher’s room 
where participants could post the questionnaire. This procedure 
had already been adopted in previous studies (Begotti et  al., 
2017), to preserve privacy and anonymity. A label on the box 
showed the title of the study, the deadline for collection, and the 
contact details of the researchers for information or support while 
answering the questionnaire. The questionnaires were collected 
2 weeks later. The response rate was 64%.

Data analysis
Content analysis methodology was used to process the answers 
to the open question about how to intervene to stop school bul-
lying. Two text corpora were created with the answers given by 
PSTs and ISTs, respectively. Descriptive statistics were performed 
with SPSS 22. The results of the TES were used as illustrative 
variables. For this purpose, findings from the TES were catego-
rized as a dichotomization (high SEB/low SEB, high OE/low OE, 
high E-LOC/low E-LOC) (on the base of mean value; for PST: 
SEB: M = 9.20, SD = 1.573; OE: M = 10.28, SD = 1.848; E-LOC: 
M = 9.99, SD = 2.179; for IST: SEB: M = 10.57, SD = 1.839; OE: 
M = 10.50, SD = 1.992; E-LOC: M = 12.59, SD = 2.868).

Alceste 4.6 was used to process the text corpora. “Alceste” is the 
acronym for Analyse des Lexèmes Co-occurents dans les Énnoncés 
Simples d’un Texte (Analysis of the Co-occurring Lexemes within 
the Simple Statements of a Text). This statistical software (Reinert, 
1993, 2001) allows researchers to analyze word distribution in 
a text. First it identifies each word and its roots (like discuss, 
discussing, discussion, and so on), then it counts its occurrences 
and follows its distribution and associations within the text. 
A hierarchical classification of the corpus is thus produced, 

whereby sentences are divided into elements (called E.C.U., that 
is, elementary context unit), based on end point. E.C.U.’s are then 
grouped into homogeneous classes based on the word roots they 
contain. Overall, this bears resemblance to cluster analysis as 
performed on numerical data. The presence of a certain word root 
is assumed to convey the conceptual framework of the clause, and 
the frequency with which it is used is assumed to be correlated 
to the importance that the respondent attributes to the relevant 
topic. In a further phase, the software performs a χ2 test on the 
association between words and classes to identify the specific 
vocabulary of each cluster. As suggested by Annese and Mininni 
(2002), the results were examined by each author independently, 
who then jointly discussed the meaning attributed to the data 
until an agreement on the results was reached. Consistency was 
guaranteed by reproducibility (or intercode reliability).

resUlTs

Preservice Teacher
The PST corpus comprised 2,130 occurrences, of which 575 were 
distinct forms (mean frequency =  4.9 per form) and 521 were 
hapaxes, which are words used only once. The number of E.C.U.’s 
(elementary context units) was 118, of which 104 (88.1%) were 
analyzed in the subsequent steps.

The five most frequent word roots (associated forms) in the 
corpus were school class(es) (n  =  25), talk(ing) (n  =  24), 
dialogue(s) (n  =  21), behavior(s) (n  =  21), student(s) 
(n = 19), and interven(e,tion) (n = 15).2

Figure 1 shows the procedure used to form the classes; classes 
that are more similar to each other are closer in the figure.

Five classes emerging from the analysis accounted for as much 
as 91.7% of the variance. In Table 1, the characterizing words of 
each class are reported in the order of chi-squared (χ2) results, 
together with the associated illustrative variables.

The classification procedure compared classes I and II to the 
others. Class I, labeled Intervention in the classroom, explained 
10.6% of the variance. The most representative words in terms 

2 Throughout the article, word roots will be typed in small caps.
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TaBle 1 | The first five words characterizing each class and chi-square—preservice teacher.

class i class ii class iii class iV class V

illustrative variables: low 
outcome expectation

illustrative variables: 
low e_lOc

illustrative variables: 
absent

illustrative variables: 
high e_lOc

illustrative variables: 
absent

χ2 χ2 χ2 χ2 χ2

experience+ 44.41 work+ 35.64 behavior+ 31.87 student+ 26.43 game+ 23.72
dialog+ 17.72 group+ 32.71 famil+ 13.49 victim+ 6.12 role 22.69
student+ 10.78 climate 29.38 caus+ 10.81 relationship 5.35 psychologist 16.60
storytelling 10.28 relationship 21.18 motiv+ 10.81 collaborat+ 3.91 teacher 9.01
classroom 3.09 classroom 15.97 student+ 3.75 bull+ 3.89 interv+ 8.24
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of χ2 describe a teacher’s role as a type of dialogue involving 
students (e.g., “I will try to talk to students; I think interven-
tion is possible using dialog”).3 It implies the involvement of the 
classroom and the storytelling of the bullying experience 
(“I will pursue dialog in the classroom, fostering storytell-
ing about the bulying episode and the pupils’ experience”).  
The illustrative variable associated with this class was low OE. 
PSTs with low outcome expectancies tend to deal with bullying 
mostly through generic intervention, asking students to describe 
their experience and reflect on it.

Class II was labeled Work within the group—change the 
classroom climate. It also explained 10.6% of the variance.  
The most representative words in terms of χ2 concern interven-
tions on groups built within the classroom to foster relation-
ships and a better climate (“I will create groups within the 
classroom, to think over on the relationship”). The goal of this 
work is, for example, the acceptance of diversity (“I will work on 
the importance of respecting diversity”). The illustrative variable 
associated with this class was low E_LOC. Thus, PSTs with a low 
external locus of control probably consider themselves capable of 
directly intervening against bullying, particularly by modifying 
group climates and soliciting reflection among students about 
group relationships.

Class IV was labeled Focus on the victim and explained 22.1% 
of the variance. The most representative words point to the 
opportunity to create good relationships to foster collabora-
tion among students (“I will create a good relation with the 
students”), to let the bullying episode and its protagonists emerge 
(“I will work day by day to bring out any episodes, who is the 
bully, who is the victim”). The illustrative variable associated 
with this class was high E_LOC. This means that PSTs with a high 
external locus of control, different from those with a low external 
locus, tend to intervene in more limited ways, only taking into 
account bullies and victims. However, they do not suggest more 
constructive strategies to deal with the phenomenon beyond 
merely highlighting bullies and bullying.

Classes III and V had no illustrative variables. They con-
tained non-specific words associated with the variables inves-
tigated. Class III, labeled Where bullying comes from, explained 
32.7% of the variance and was referred to the motivations 

3 Throughout the article, bracketed texts are taken from the participants’ textual 
production.

and causes of those behaviors. These were looked for in 
the students relational, social, and economic conditions  
(“I would try to understand what that student is experiencing, 
what kind of difficulties”). Thus, intervention had to involve 
the family (“I will talk to the parents to understand where the 
problem arises”).

Class V, labeled Who might intervene, explained 24% of the 
variance. The words characterizing this class refer to the profes-
sional role that could intervene in bullying. This is mainly the 
psychologist, who is asked to prepare intervention (principally in 
the form of games) and provide guidance to the teacher (“I think 
it is necessary to call in qualified personnel, such as psychologists”).

isT
The IST corpus comprised 1,598 occurrences, of which 826 were 
distinct forms (mean frequency =  2.8 per form) and 347 were 
hapax. The number of E.C.U. was 132, of which 102 were ana-
lyzed (77.3%). The five most frequent words (associated forms) 
in the corpus were famil(y,ies) (18), interven(e,tion) (17), 
student(s) (16), behavior(s) (16), and parent(s) (13).

The dendrogram in Figure 2 shows the classification proce-
dure used to form the classes and highlights which classes are 
closer, and therefore more similar. Four classes emerging from 
the analysis explained 90.9% of the variance. The classification 
procedure regroups classes I and III. The characterizing words of 
each class are shown in Table 2 in the order of chi-squared results, 
together with their associated illustrative variables.

Class I explained 15.7% of the variance and was labeled 
Proactive intervention. The most representative words refer to the 
type of intervention to adopt in different situations involving 
bullying (“I intervene when I witness bullying situations”). One 
such intervention is reasoning with the student (“In physi-
cal bullying, I will defend the victim and try to reason with the 
students on the consequences of their actions”). The illustrative 
variable associated with this class is high OE. Thus, ISTs with 
high OEs tend to intervene directly in the classroom, not only to 
put an end to bullying, but also to promote reflection among the 
protagonists about the event.

Class II was labeled Involvement of students and their parents 
and explained 29.4% of the variance. This is a different type 
of intervention where teachers suggest involving students, 
parents, and other institutional figures, like other teach-
ers, psychologists, and managers. The goal is to communicate 
about the episode and to listen to all the protagonists (“I listen 
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to the student to understand what happened; I talk to parent, 
other teachers and the school manager and, if necessary, with the 
psychologist”). The illustrative variable associated with this class 
is low OE. ISTs with low OEs tend to suggest strategies specifically 
involving others.

Class III was labeled Motivation and explained 15.7% of the 
variance. Here, teachers described the importance to under-
stand the behavior of the bully. They search an explanation 
by dialogue (“Dialog with the bully is always the best solution;  
I try to understand his/her motives”). The illustrative variable 
associated is high OE, like in Class I. ISTs with high external out-
come expectancies tend to intervene, but they take into account 
only the protagonists of the episode, and particularly the bully, 
whose reasons they try to understand.

Class IV was labeled Engage in activities and explained 39.2% of 
the variance; it did not contain words associated with an illustra-
tive variable. Data showed that teachers underline the importance 
of involving the family, the classroom, and the students in 
activities like debate (“It is important to create activities to be 
done in the classroom, involving families”).

DiscUssiOn

This study aimed to investigate the differences between PSTs and 
teachers in service (ISTs) concerning the strategies of interven-
tion they suggest against bullying at school. According to the lit-
erature (Denzine et al., 2005), the chances that a teacher actually 

intervenes are associated with self-efficacy, OEs, and the causal 
explanation given of the phenomenon. The study conducted 
describes the different associations in PSTs and ISTs between 
self-confidence and recommended strategies.

The results showed that there are different profiles to PSTs and 
ISTs. In both groups, participants with low OEs revealed a pro-
pension to intervention in the classroom. However, PSTs devised 
only a generic intervention, in which students would be invited 
to describe their experience. Without a specific plan aimed at 
supporting the intervention, even potentially effective strategies 
might end up counterproductive (reverse buffering effect; see 
Kaufmann and Beehr, 1989). As emphasized by several authors 
(e.g., Duck, 2007), PSTs in their first approach to classroom 
management feel unprepared. These feelings increase in the face 
of behavior problems by students (Allen, 2010).

In contrast, ISTs with low OEs tend to involve not only stu-
dents, but also the parents, colleagues, and managers. This is an 
instrumental and emotional support strategy to cope with the 
phenomenon (Carver et al., 1989) and is a request for attention, 
help, and support for all the parties involved, namely, the victims, 
bullies, other students, and the teachers themselves. This finding 
confirms the use of various strategies (e.g., proactive interven-
tion, involving families and others) to cope with the problem  
(Zee and Koomen, 2016).

Preservice teachers and ISTs characterized by high external 
locus of control tend to intervene only upon the victims and the 
bullies. This finding partially confirms the results from Nicolaides 
et al. (2002), as PSTs in our study were more confident in dealing 
with bullies. The difference between the two groups is that ISTs 
aimed at understanding the bully’s motivation, since experience 
suggests that the bullying behavior originated from a stressor. 
Thus, for ISTs, the source of distress is the variable on which to 
intervene. In line with these findings, Burger et al. (2015) found 
that most ISTs prefer to intervene directly on the bully in non-
punitive ways.

Preservice teachers are also more likely to have a low external 
locus of control, and thus to ascribe changes in the relationships 
between students to their own behaviors in the classroom. Fajet 
et al. (2005) found that PSTs’ perceptions about how to manage 
the classroom are grounded in their own experiences as students. 
They carry these perceptions with them through their studies, 
their training, and even their early years of teaching (Allen, 2010). 

http://www.frontiersin.org/education
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However, to devise an intervention modeled on one’s experience 
as a student may become dangerous, since high expectations 
unsupported by reality can result in burnout (Gold and Roth, 
2013; Pillen et al., 2013; Converso et al., 2015).

ISTs with high OEs are the group most likely to intervene 
directly, because they are self-confident in their abilities to put an 
end to the problem. Thus, ISTs with high OEs are more likely to get 
involved and to not leave the solution to children (see Yoon and 
Kerber, 2003; Yoon et al., 2016). Furthermore, they have an array 
of strategies available to meet the students’ needs and expecta-
tions (Zee and Koomen, 2016). Teaching experience, particularly 
when shared with a supporting community of practice (the entire 
teaching staff), allows a clearer and deeper grasp of when and 
how to intervene. ISTs thus find themselves continuously learning 
from experience in ways both formal (e.g., attending professional 
workshops) and informal (e.g., talking with colleagues) (Olsen, 
2015). This could be the first strategy to deal with the problem 
in classroom; as described above, when a teacher’s self-efficacy is 
high, students perceive teachers as highly effective in combating 
bullying (Veenstra et al., 2014).

Overall, the data show that professional experience is 
important for not only self-efficacy, OEs, and the type of causal 
explanation given of bullying but also for the interpretation of the 
phenomenon and remedies suggested. For example, both PSTs 
and ISTs may have a high external locus of control. What appears 
to change is the kind of explanations given for bullying (e.g., 
viewing it as grounded in the family vs. in classroom dynamics), 
the kind of intervention(s) devised (upon the individual vs. 
upon the group), and the approach to both the victim and the 
perpetrator (direct intervention of the teacher vs. involvement 
of other institutional agents). Professional experience allows for 
a wider range of possible interpretations and thus a wider range 
of remedies suggested (Sokol et al., 2016). This does not mean 
that interventions suggested by ISTs are necessarily effective, but 
simply that they tend to have a stronger sense of self-efficacy.

There are, of course, limitations to this study. First, since the 
sample was non-randomly selected, the results should be taken 
with caution and not be generalized. Moreover, the participants’ 
possible previous experiences with bullying (as victims, bullies, 
bystanders, or other roles) were not investigated; such experi-
ence, however, would likely affect one’s perception (Kallestad and 
Olweus, 2003). Third, the different definitions of bullying given 
by teachers (PSTs and ISTs) were not explored. We suggest that 
future studies examine the various bullying definition by PSTs 
and ISTs and analyze their roles in influencing current and future 
interventions in bullying situations. For example, a student’s 
behavior of excessively laughing at others (and the students’ 
consequence of fear of being laughed at) could be underestimated 

or not considered as a bullying behavior, though it might cause 
great distress in the victim (Proyer et al., 2012).

Despite these limitations, we hope this study offers interesting 
insights and suggests implications for educational systems. First, 
as far as the Italian system is concerned, we argue that adding spe-
cific training on bullying to university education courses might 
improve the chances of more effective interventions (Nicolaides 
et al., 2002); at present, no such training exists. The course should 
focus not only on the mere event of bullying, but also on its nature 
and causes, the protagonists, and the possible coping strategies 
with respect to the perpetrators, the victims, the classroom, 
and the colleagues, along with other relevant institutional roles. 
Teachers recognized as experts on the issue could be involved 
to describe possible individual- and school-level policies and to 
suggest how to manage the classroom in different contexts and 
situations (Allen, 2010). Moreover, we suggest the use of train-
ing strategies, usually not utilized at schools but well known in 
other contexts (such as health care institutions) (Rankin et  al., 
2015). We refer to coaching and mentoring approaches based on 
the role of the most-expert professional (Ghislieri et al., 2009); 
the role of senior teachers, who are well trained in dealing with 
bullying, could be pivotal to providing high-quality intervention 
in less-expert teachers (both PSTs and ISTs). Finally, the support 
offered by a counselor could improve a teacher’s self-confidence 
in dealing with bullying at school, recognizing the different overt 
and covert episodes, and identifying better strategies to cope with 
them. In most Italian schools, the supervision of a counselor is 
provided for students only. Our hope is to extend counseling to 
teachers.
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Each participant was given a printout of the questionnaire, the 
information letter, and the informed consent form in accordance 
with the Declaration of Helsinki. This procedure is in accordance 
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Psychologists and the Italian law (the latter concerning privacy).
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