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A short-term longitudinal study
on the development of moral
disengagement among
schoolchildren: the role of
collective moral disengagement,
authoritative teaching, and
student-teacher relationship
quality
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!Department of Primary Teacher Education, Kristianstad University, Kristianstad, Sweden, ?Department
of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, Linkdping University, Linkdping, Sweden, *Department of
Developmental Psychology and Socialisation, University of Padua, Padua, Italy

The aim of this study was to examine whether collective moral disengagementand
authoritative teaching at the classroom level, and student-teacher relationship
quality at the individual level, predicted individual moral disengagement among
pre-adolescent students 1year later. In this short-term longitudinal study, 1,373
students from 108 classrooms answered a web-based questionnaire on tablets
during school, once in fifth grade (T1) and once in sixth grade (T2). The results
showed, after controlling for T1 moral disengagement, gender, and immigrant
background, that students with better student-teacher relationship quality at
T1 were more inclined to score lower on moral disengagement at T2, whereas
students in classrooms with higher levels of collective moral disengagement at
T1 were more inclined to score higher on moral disengagement at T2. In addition,
both collective moral disengagement and authoritative teaching were found to
moderate the associations between student-teacher relationship quality at T1
and moral disengagement at T2. These findings underscore the importance
of fostering positive relationships between students and teachers, as well as
minimizing collective moral disengagement in classrooms. These measures may
prevent the potential escalation of moral disengagement in a negative direction.

KEYWORDS

moral disengagement, collective moral disengagement, authoritative teaching,
student-teacher relationship quality, bullying, peer aggression

Introduction

Although there exist different theories and research traditions of childrens moral
development, most of them focus on how children progress in and increase their morality
(Jensen, 2020; Killen and Smetana, 2022). However, as Bussey (2020) notes, there is a lack of
research regarding children’s adherence to moral standards, including the moral
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standards-behavior gap. For instance, already by age three, children
typically recognize moral transgressions, such as being mean to others,
independently of authority figures and rules (for a meta-analysis, see
Yoo and Smetana, 2022), yet schoolchildren still engage in immoral
actions, such as bullying. Considering the pervasive moral socialization
of children taking place at home and in school, and despite their own
progress and advancement in moral development, including the
understanding by the time they are of preschool age that bullying is
wrong, why do schoolchildren engage in such immoral behavior?

Banduras social cognitive theory provides insights into this
possible moral standard-behavior gap, highlighting the role of moral
disengagement in justifying immoral behaviors (Bandura, 1999, 2002,
2016). Moral disengagement is a social cognitive process allowing
individuals to justify harmful behaviors towards others, enabling them
to act immorally without experiencing typical moral self-sanctions like
remorse, guilt, or shame (Bandura, 2002, 2016). Previous research has
established a clear link between moral disengagement and bullying
(Killer et al., 2019; Thornberg, 2023), a pervasive issue affecting
children and adolescents worldwide in school settings (Bradshaw et al,,
2017; Cosma et al., 2020). Consequently, the development of moral
disengagement emerges as a critical concern in the field of child
development and education. Recognizing the pivotal role of moral
development within educational contexts and the significant influence
of school environments on students’ behavior (Eccles and Roeser,
2015), longitudinal research on predictors of moral disengagement
within a school context is needed. However, existing longitudinal
studies often treat moral disengagement as a predictor rather than
investigating its antecedents (Thornberg, 2023). To address this gap, the
aim of our study is to examine whether students’ moral disengagement
in peer aggression is predicted by students’ perceptions of student-
teacher relationships, the degree of authoritative teaching and collective
moral disengagement within the classroom over the course of 1 year.

In Sweden, compulsory schooling comprises four stages: a
pre-school class (age 6), lower elementary school (grades 1-3, ages
7-9), upper elementary school (grades 4-6, ages 10-12), and lower
secondary school (grades 7-9, ages 13-15). In elementary school,
students typically remain in a single classroom (homeroom) with the
same classmates for most subjects, where one or two primary class
teachers teach the majority of subjects, with only a few additional
teachers (e.g., physical education, arts). Additionally, it is common for
class teachers to stay with the same group of students from first to
third grade (lower elementary teachers) and then from fourth to sixth
grade (upper elementary teachers). Thus, the classroom, defined as the
social setting in which students and teachers interact and influence
each other’s attitudes and behaviors (Farmer et al., 2011; Hendricks
etal, 2016), emerges as an important unit of analysis when examining
factors influencing the development of moral disengagement in
Swedish children.

In the current study, we focus on early adolescence and the last
2years of the Swedish elementary school, from age 11 to age 12.
Focusing on this age group is particularly important because bullying
seems to be most prevalent during these years, both in Sweden
(Friends, 2022) and elsewhere (Due et al., 2005). Furthermore,
studying moral disengagement development at the beginning of
adolescence is crucial because it’s a phase where individuals start to
actively shape their sense of identity and values (Sawyer et al., 2012).
This period offers a vital window for investigating the foundational
aspects, precursors, and implications of morality, given its role in
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shaping lifelong ethical attitudes and behaviors (Malti et al., 2021).
Further, our focus on the role of teachers and peers in the present
study aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) conceptualization of the
microsystem, and thus aims to explore how specific factors—on their
own and in interaction—within a student’s immediate and direct
environment influence the development of moral disengagement.
Relationships with teachers and peers play a significant role in shaping
a students’ development, influencing their beliefs, behaviors,
psychological health, and social relationships (Hamre and Pianta,
2001; Cornelius-White, 2007; Farmer et al., 2019; Troop-Gordon
etal., 2019).

Moral disengagement theory

Within the framework of moral disengagement theory, Bandura
(2016)
disengagement occurs: through moral justification, using euphemistic

described eight mechanisms through which moral

language to soften destructive actions, comparing ones actions
favorably to others; avoiding personal responsibility by shifting blame
elsewhere, diffusing responsibility within a group, distorting or
minimizing the consequences of on€’s actions, dehumanizing others
to justify mistreatment, and attributing blame to victims. By selectively
using these moral disengagement mechanisms, individuals can avoid
negative self-sanction, thereby increasing the likelihood of engaging
in harmful behaviors.

A fundamental principle in the social cognitive theory is viewing
humans as active agents who can intentionally influence their
functioning and life circumstances (Bandura, 1986). Moral agency -
the ability to refrain from immoral actions and act humanely - results
from the interactions among personal factors (e.g., cognition,
emotions), social and environmental factors (e.g., family, peer group
reactions), and behaviors (e.g., aggression). In other words, behavior
and cognition - such as moral disengagement - are partly the result of
socialization processes within different socio-cultural contexts
(Bandura, 1999). Indeed, previous research has shown that poor
parental supervision and monitoring (Campaert et al., 2018), rejecting
parenting, and neighborhood impoverishment (Hyde et al., 2010)
positively predict moral disengagement over time. Regarding the peer
context, Fontaine et al. (2014) revealed that peer rejection predicted
subsequent moral disengagement, while Caravita et al. (2014) found
that in early adolescence (but not in late childhood), Italian students
became more like their friends in terms of level of moral
disengagement over time. In a recent study, Korean elementary school
students were also found to become more like their friends concerning
moral disengagement over time (Kim et al., 2024).

Collective moral disengagement

Social cognitive theory does not only include personal agency but
also collective agency as a central part of the self-regulatory process
2002).
be considered a group characteristic (White et al., 2009; Bandura,

(Bandura, Therefore, moral disengagement can also
2016). Specifically, collective moral disengagement is “an emergent
group-level property arising from the interactive, coordinative, and
synergistic group dynamics” (White et al., 2009, p. 43). In schools,
collective moral disengagement may emerge at the school or classroom
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level, whereas it may operate more broadly in other contexts (e.g., the
community; Bussey, 2020). At the classroom level, it captures the
shared beliefs of students about the extent to which moral
disengagement mechanisms are common among classmates (Gini
etal,, 2014b). Previous research from Sweden (Thornberg et al., 2021;
Bjdrehed, 2022) and other European countries (Gini et al., 2014b;
Kollerova et al., 2018) has demonstrated that students in classrooms
characterized by higher levels of collective moral disengagement are
more likely to engage in peer aggression and bullying. With the
particular interest of the current study, a meta-analytical review (Luo
and Bussey, 2023) identified collective moral disengagement as one of
the environmental correlates of moral disengagement, suggesting a
positive association between the two constructs. In other words, in
classrooms with higher levels of collective moral disengagement,
students are also more prone to enlist moral disengagement
mechanisms (Gini et al., 2022).

Furthermore, collective moral disengagement has been found to
moderate the association between individual moral disengagement
and aggressive behaviors. For instance, in one Swedish study, Sjogren
et al. (2021a) found that students more often reinforced or assisted in
bullying situations if they belonged to classrooms with higher levels
of collective moral disengagement and, at the same time, scored
higher on individual moral disengagement. This aligns with the social
cognitive theory, which suggests that collective processes interact with
and influence individual behavior. Whether or not collective moral
disengagement influences the development of individual students’
tendency to moral disengagement is still not well known. To the best
of our knowledge, the present study is the first to examine whether or
not collective moral disengagement at the classroom level predicts
students’ moral disengagement over time.

Authoritative teaching

The concept of authoritative parenting was introduced by
Baumrind (1966), in her influential work on parenting styles, and has
been negatively linked with moral disengagement in young adults (Di
Pentima et al., 2023). Although this theory primarily addresses parents
and child-rearing, scholars have highlighted the parallels between
parents and teachers in their shared objective of fostering positive
development and learning in their children and students (Wentzel,
2002; Walker, 2009; Ertesvag, 2011). Teachers play a significant role in
shaping the growth of young individuals and can serve as influential
socialization agents in their students’ personal and social development
(Farmer etal., 2011, 2019). Authoritative teaching refers to high levels
of support (responsiveness) and structure (demandingness). While
support includes warmth, care, responsiveness, and open
communication, structure is about high expectations, demandingness,
and strict but fair enforcement of school rules and classroom order
(Walker, 2009; Gregory et al., 2010; Thornberg et al., 2018). Finne et al.
(2018) have argued that an authoritative teaching style can counteract
a destructive classroom power structure and foster moral engagement
among students. Accordingly, authoritative schools and teaching have
been linked to greater academic achievement in the United States
(Dever and Karabenick, 2011) and less bullying and victimization
among Swedish children (Thornberg et al., 2018; Kloo et al., 2023),
Chinese adolescents (Wang et al., 2022), and American adolescents

(Gregory et al., 2010; Cornell et al., 2015; Lau et al., 2018). However,
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less is known about the role of authoritative teaching for the
development of students’ moral disengagement. Thus, the current
study is the first to investigate whether authoritative teaching at the
classroom level predicts students’ moral disengagement over time.

Student-teacher relationship quality

A warm, caring, and supportive student-teacher relationship is a
vital part of authoritative teaching. However, the quality of the
relationship between an individual student and the teacher does not
necessarily align with the overall teaching style at the classroom level.
Previous research has shown that a higher quality relationship
between a student and teacher (warmer, more caring and supportive,
more respectful interaction patterns) is associated with less bullying
and peer victimization (for a meta-analysis, see ten Bokkel et al,
2023). Although it is our understanding that no studies have examined
the predictive role of student-teacher relationship quality on student’s
moral disengagement within a longitudinal design, a few cross-
sectional studies on bullying and peer victimization have included
both moral disengagement and student-teacher relationship quality
(or aspects of the latter). For instance, one Swedish study showed that
students demonstrating higher moral disengagement in conjunction
with poorer student-teacher relationship quality were more prone to
reinforce in bullying situations (Sjogren et al., 2021b). Another study
on ethnic bullying in Italy showed that closeness to teachers might
restrain morally disengaged children from bullying (lannello
etal., 2021).

Furthermore, moral disengagement has been tested as a mediator
between different school factors (e.g., school climate, teachers’
responses to bullying, student-student relationships) and bullying and
aggression (e.g., Campaert et al., 2017; Ivaniushina and Alexandrov,
2022; Gao et al,, 2023), suggesting that school factors may influence
students’ moral disengagement. Concerning student-teacher
relationships, one recent cross-sectional study examined whether
moral disengagement mediated the association between student-
teacher relationship quality and classroom incivility (Gao et al., 2024).
Classroom incivility here refers to student behaviors that negatively
impact the learning environment, encompassing everything from
minor disturbances to physical violence. The findings from this study
showed that students with poorer student-teacher relationship quality
scored also higher in moral disengagement, which in turn was linked
to more classroom incivility behaviors. The authors suggest that a
warm, caring, and supportive teacher may model positive
communication patterns and behaviors, possibly helping students to
“respect and understand others, strengthen their moral and rule
constraints, and thereby reduce their levels of moral disengagement”
(Gao etal,, 2024, p. 508). Nevertheless, the cross-sectional design did
not allow conclusions about the directionalities of these associations.
The present study is the first to examine whether student-teacher
relationship quality at the individual level predicts students’ moral
disengagement over time.

The present study

The present study aimed to examine whether collective moral
disengagement and authoritative teaching at the classroom level and
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student-teacher relationship quality at the individual level predicted
individual moral disengagement among pre-adolescent students
lyear later. Given that previous studies suggest there are gender
differences in moral disengagement (Caravita et al., 2012; Thornberg
et al, 2023; Gao et al., 2024), and considering that a student’s
tendency to morally disengage may vary due to differing socialization
practices across cultures (Bussey, 2020), we included gender and
immigrant background as control variables, along with the initial
level of moral disengagement. Because Bandura (2016) argues that
moral disengagement is “manifested differently depending on the
sphere of activity” (p. 26), we delimited classroom collective moral
disengagement and students’ moral disengagement in this study to
the activity of peer aggression, including bullying and other forms of
mean, unwanted or harmful behaviors toward peers. Thus, we did not
study students’ proneness to morally disengage in general but how
inclined they were to morally disengage when considering
peer aggression.

Drawing on social cognitive theory, which posits that behaviors
and cognitions are, in part, the result of socialization processes within
different socio-cultural contexts (Bandura, 1999), and empirical
evidence from cross-sectional studies that collective moral
disengagement at the classroom level is negatively associated with
defending behavior (Gini et al., 2015; Kollerova et al,, 2018), and
positively linked with peer aggression (Gini et al., 2015), bullying
perpetration (Kollerova et al., 2018; Bjdrehed et al., 2021; Thornberg
etal., 2021), siding with peer aggressors (Sjogren et al., 2021a), and
2023),
we hypothesized that greater collective moral disengagement at the

individual moral disengagement (Luo and Bussey,
classroom level would predict greater individual moral disengagement
Lyear later (Hypothesis I).

Based on previous cross-sectional findings showing that
authoritative parenting is

disengagement (Di Pentima et al, 2023), that higher school

negatively linked with moral

structure (a dimension of an authoritative school construct) is
associated with less moral disengagement (Ivaniushina and
Alexandrov, 2022), that authoritative teaching is negatively linked
with bullying and pro-bullying behaviors (Lau et al., 2018;
Thornberg et al., 2018; Kloo et al., 2023), and that individually
perceived authoritative school climate is negatively linked with
moral disengagement (Teng et al., 2020), we hypothesized that
greater authoritative teaching at the classroom level would predict
less moral disengagement 1 year later (Hypothesis 2).

With reference to research showing that greater student-teacher
relationship quality decreases the risk of bullying perpetration (ten
Bolkel et al., 2023) and cross-sectional studies showing a negative
correlation between student-teacher relationship quality and moral
2021b; 2024),
we hypothesized that greater student-teacher relationship quality at

disengagement (Sjogren et al, Gao et al,
the student level would predict less moral disengagement 1 year later
(Hypothesis 3).

Given that social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) emphasizes
the interplay between personal, behavioral, and environmental
factors, and that previous research has not yet studied whether
collective moral disengagement or authoritative teaching at the
classroom level interacts with student-teacher relationship quality
at the individual level to predict moral disengagement,
we examined potential cross-level interaction effects in an
exploratory manner.
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Methods
Participants and procedure

Data were collected within a four-year longitudinal project that
examined individual and classroom social and moral correlates of
school bullying among Swedish school children from upper
elementary school to the second year of lower secondary school. The
overarching project started in the academic year 2015/2016. A total of
2,448 fifth-grade students in 64 schools were invited to participate in
the current study. We used a strategic selection methodology which
meant that the sample included students from different socio-
geographical areas in Sweden (e.g., rural areas, small towns, and
cities). Out of the original sample, 1,623 students filled in the
questionnaire in grade 5 (51% girls). Reasons for non-participation
included failure to submit parental consent (785 students) or absence
on the day of data collection (40 students).

The students answered a web-based questionnaire on tablets in
their regular classroom setting on two occasions: the first time in
grade 5 and the second 1 year later in grade 6. Of those who answered
the questionnaire in both grade 5 and grade 6, the final sample
consisted of data from 1,373 students (grade 5, M=11.5 and SD=0.3),
nested in 108 classrooms. For attrition analyses, we assessed whether
students who continued their participation (n=1,373) from fifth to
sixth grade differed from those who only participated in fifth grade
(n=250) in terms of their levels of individual moral disengagement,
student-teacher relationship quality, and perceptions of authoritative
teaching and collective moral disengagement in their classroom in
fifth grade. Independent ¢ tests showed that there were no group
differences in any of these variables in fifth grade. Written informed
parental consent and student assent were obtained from all
participants, and no incentives were provided for participation.
During each session, either a member of the research team or a
teacher was present to explain the study procedures and aid
participants as needed. This assistance included providing reading
support and clarifying specific items or words on the questionnaire.
Participants were also informed of their right to withdraw from the
study at any time, with assurance that their individual responses
would remain inaccessible to both parents and school personnel.
Additionally, participants were instructed to sit at a distance from one
another to prevent viewing each other’s responses. On average,
participants took approximately 30 min to complete the questionnaire.

Measures

Moral disengagement

Moral disengagement at the individual level was measured with
an 18-item self-report scale in grade 5 (T1) and grade 6 (T2). This
scale was specifically developed in Swedish for the overarching
longitudinal project to capture moral disengagement in peer
aggression. Previous scales have commonly addressed either moral
disengagement in more general antisocial behavior (Bandura et al.,
1996), or specifically in bullying situations (Hymel et al., 2005;
Thornberg and Jungert, 2014). The scale used in the current study has
previously demonstrated adequate psychometric properties among
Swedish school children (Thornberg et al., 2019; Bjirehed et al., 2021;
Sjogren et al., 2021a; Bjdrehed, 2022).
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The students were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed
(1=Strongly disagree to 7= Strongly agree) with each of the 18 items (e.g.,
“If you cannot be like everybody else, it is your fault if you get bullied or
frozen out” or “If my friends begin to tease a classmate, I cannot
be blamed for being with them and teasing that person too.”) The scale
captured all eight moral disengagement mechanisms described by
Bandura (2016). CFAs with the MLM estimator displayed adequate fit:
(grade 5: »* (135)=392.018, p<0.001, CFI=0.90, RMSEA =0.067; 90%
CI [0.059, 0.074], SRMR =0.055; grade 6: y* (135)=405.179, p<0.001,
CFI=0.91, RMSEA =0.063; 90% CI [0.056, 0.070], SRMR =0.046). For
the current sample, Cronbach’s @ was 0.87 in the fifth and 0.89 in the
sixth grades. Therefore, the mean score of all items was computed as an
index for moral disengagement. This measured the students” overall
tendency to morally disengage in peer aggression situations.

Student—teacher relationship quality

Student-teacher relationship quality (STRQ) was measured in
grade 5 (T1) with a 13-item self-report scale, specifically developed in
Swedish for the overarching project. The scale has demonstrated
adequate psychometric properties among Swedish school children
(Forsberg et al., 2023). The students were asked to rate the extent to
which they agreed (1= Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree) with each
of the 13 items. Seven items were positively worded to capture positive
student-teacher relationship qualities, and six were negatively worded
to capture negative student-teacher relationship qualities (as perceived
by the student). Some example items are: “My teachers really care
about me” (positive STRQ) and “My teachers do not like me” (negative
STRQ). The negatively worded items were reversed and the mean
score of all thirteen items was computed as an index variable. Thus,
higher values on the index variable represent a positive relationship.
CFA with the MLM estimator (two factors and accounting for the
nested structure) displayed adequate fit: y* (64) =364.825, p<0.001,
CFI=0.95, RMSEA =0.083; 90% CI [0.074, 0.091], SRMR =0.048.
Cronbach’s « for the whole scale (with reversed items) was 0.94.

Collective moral disengagement

Collective moral disengagement (CMD) was measured in grade 5
(T1) with an 18-item self-report scale, specifically developed in
Swedish for the overarching project, that has demonstrated adequate
psychometric properties among Swedish school children (Alsaadi
etal., 2018; Bjdrehed et al., 2021; Sjogren et al., 2021a; Bjarehed, 2022).
The scale consisted of the same items as those measuring individual
moral disengagement. However, to capture the collective dimension,
this scale used the same procedure as in Gini et al’s (2014b) classroom
CMD scale and asked: “In your class, how many students think
that...?” which the students then answered by selecting one of the
following response categories: “None;” “About one quarter;” “About
half)” “About three quarters,” and “Everyone.” At the individual level,
the scale represented the individual’s perception of the degree to
which moral disengagement was shared among peers in their
classroom (referred to as student-perceived collective moral
disengagement; Gini et al., 2014a). CFA with the MLM estimator
(accounting for the nested structure) displayed adequate fit: y*
(135)=558.574, p<0.001, CFI=0.91, RMSEA =0.070; 90% CI [0.064,
0.077], SRMR =0.043. Cronbach’s o for the current sample was 0.92.
Collective moral disengagement as a classroom-level construct was
obtained by calculating the average score of all classroom members’
mean scores.
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Authoritative teaching

To measure authoritative teaching in grade 5 (T1), we used two
subscales from the 15-item Authoritative Classroom Climate Scale
(Thornberg et al., 2018). This scale was specifically developed in
Swedish for the overarching project and has demonstrated adequate
psychometric properties among Swedish school children (Thornberg
et al., 2018). The scale consists of two subscales of authoritative
teaching: teacher support (4 items, e.g., “our teachers really care about
the students,” “our teachers really give the students good help and
support”) and teacher structure (4 items, e.g., “our teachers bring
order and undisturbed working atmosphere in the classroom,” “our
teachers make clear demands on students”). The students were asked
to rate the extent to which they agreed (1=Strongly disagree to
7=Strongly agree) with the eight statements. CFA with the MLM
estimator (two factors and accounting for the nested structure)
displayed adequate fit: y* (19)=68.751, p<0.001, CFI=0.97,
RMSEA =0.044; 90% CI [0.036, 0.052], SRMR =0.021. Cronbach’s o
for the current sample was 0.91. As with the scale measuring collective
moral disengagement, we calculated each student’s mean and then
averaged the scores for each classroom.

Control variables

Gender and immigrant background were included as control
variables at the individual level. The students were asked whether they
identified as a girl or a boy (girl=0, boy=1). For immigrant background,
defined as not being born in Sweden or having two foreign-born
parents, the students were asked whether they and their parents were
born in Sweden. From these answers, a dummy variable was created
indicating whether the students had a Swedish or immigrant
background (0=Swedish background, 1 =Immigrant background).

Analyses

The students (N=1,373) were nested within classrooms (M=108).
Thus, multilevel modeling techniques were used to analyze the data.
This allowed us to disentangle individual-level and classroom-level
effects on grade 6 moral disengagement (MD6). The individual-level
variables were student-teacher relationship quality (STRQ5),
immigrant background, gender, and moral disengagement (MD5), all
reported in grade 5. The classroom-level variables examined were
authoritative teaching (AUTH5) and collective moral disengagement
(CMD5), also reported in grade 5.

First, we estimated an unconditional model with a random
intercept. In this model, we estimated the overall classroom-level
variance in moral disengagement (MD6). To test whether greater
student-teacher relationship quality (STRQ5) predicted greater moral
disengagement (MD6) 1 year later (Hypothesis 3), we added the
individual-level variables as fixed effects (Model 1). Thus, this model
examined the influence of student-teacher relationship quality in
grade 5 on grade 6 moral disengagement while controlling for grade
5 moral disengagement, gender, and immigrant background.

To test whether greater authoritative teaching (Hypothesis 2) and
less collective moral disengagement (Hypothesis 1) at the classroom
level would predict less moral disengagement 1year later, the two
grade 5 classroom variables (AUTH5 and CMD5) were added as fixed
effects. That is, in model 2, we examined the contribution of
authoritative teaching and collective moral disengagement on grade 6
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moral disengagement, over and above the individual’s student-teacher
relationship quality (STRQ5), and the control variables. Lastly, in
Model 3, we added the four cross-level interaction effects between
moral disengagement, student-teacher relationship quality,
authoritative teaching, and collective moral disengagement
(MD5xAUTH5,  STRQ5xAUTH5, IMD5xCMD5,  and
STRQ5 x CMD5). This final model examined whether the effects of
the individual-level variables differed depending on different
classroom levels of authoritative teaching and collective
moral disengagement.

We examined model fit improvement for each new model to
assess the added variables’ explanatory value to the overall model. To
help interpretation, the individual-level variables (except immigrant
background and gender) were grand-mean centered, whereas the
classroom-level variables were centered around the mean of all
classrooms. All multilevel regression analyses were conducted in
RStudio (version 2023.06.2) with the package /me4 and the restricted
maximum likelihood estimator (REML). All models were refitted
with the maximum likelihood estimator (ML) to examine model

improvement.

Results
Descriptive statistics and correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlations of the individual-level and
classroom-level variables are presented in Tables 1, 2. Moral
disengagement in grade 5 was positively correlated with grade 6 moral
disengagement (r=0.54, p<0.001). In contrast, student-teacher
relationship quality in grade 5 was negatively correlated with moral
disengagement in grade 5 (r=—0.42, p<0.001) and grade 6 (r=—0.38,
p<0.001). In other words, students with better student-teacher
relationship quality in the fifth grade were more likely to score lower
on moral disengagement in both grade 5 and grade 6. At the classroom
level, collective moral disengagement in grade 5 was positively
associated with the class mean of moral disengagement in grade 6
(r=0.61, p<0.001), whereas authoritative teaching in grade 5 was
negatively associated with the class mean of moral disengagement in
grade 6 (r=—0.50, p<0.001). Thus, classrooms with greater

10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1381015

authoritative teaching and classrooms with less collective moral
disengagement were more likely to have a lower class mean of moral
disengagement than other classrooms 1year later. In addition, there
was a negative correlation at the classroom level between authoritative
teaching and collective moral disengagement in grade 5 (r=—0.71,
p<0.001), which means that collective moral disengagement tended
to be lower in classrooms where teachers displayed greater
authoritative teaching.

Multilevel regression analyses

Calculations of the intraclass coefficient (ICC) revealed variation
at the classroom level, accounting for about 9% of the total variance
in moral disengagement in the sixth grade. Therefore, the use of
multilevel modeling was justified. As described earlier, Model 1
examined the influence of student-teacher relationship quality in
grade 5 on grade 6 moral disengagement while controlling for grade
5 moral disengagement, gender, and immigrant background
(Hypothesis 3). In Model 2, Hypotheses I and 2 were examined. In the
third model, interaction effects were added and examined in an
exploratory manner. Reported coefficients, as presented in Table 3 and
in the text, are unstandardized and thus indicate the expected change
in moral disengagement for each unit of change in the independent
variable. The results of the multilevel modeling are summarized in
Table 3.

At the individual level, our results revealed that girls (b=0.109,
SE=0.03, p<0.001) and students who reported less moral
disengagement (b=0.373, SE=0.03, p<0.001) and greater student-
teacher relationship quality in grade 5 (b=—0.096, SE=0.02, p<0.001)
were inclined to score lower on moral disengagement in grade 6 (see
Table 3, Model 3). In other words, we found support for our third
hypothesis, as the quality of student-teacher relationship at the
individual level negatively predicted students’ moral disengagement
1year later, even when controlling for their moral disengagement in
grade 5 and other variables in the model.

Additionally, we found support for our first hypothesis, as
classroom levels of collective moral disengagement in grade 5
positively predicted individual students’ moral disengagement in
grade 6 (b =0.285, SE=0.09, p<0.01). Thus, students in classrooms

TABLE 1 Correlations, means, and standard deviations for individual-level variables.

1 2 3 M SD
1. Moral disengagement (T2) - - - 1.41 0.60
2. Moral disengagement (T1) 0.54%* - - 1.40 0.62
3. Student-teacher relationship quality —0.38% —0.42% - 6.09 1.10

#p<0.001. Number of students=1373.

TABLE 2 Correlations, means, and standard deviations for classroom-level variables.

1 2 3 Class M SD
1. Moral disengagement (T2)* - - - 141 0.24
2. Authoritative teaching (T1) —0.50%* - - 5.72 0.61
3. Collective moral disengagement (T1) 0.61% —0.71%* - 1.51 0.24

#p<0.001. Number of classrooms = 108. *Classroom-mean of student moral disengagement.
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TABLE 3 Multilevel estimates for models predicting student moral disengagement in grade 6.

Unconditional Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Est. SE Est. Est. SE Est.
Student level
Gender 0.106%** 0.03 0.105%** 0.03 0.109%** 0.03
Background 0.012 0.04 —0.002 0.04 0.020 0.04
Moral disengagement (MD5) 0.426%%* 0.02 0.418%** 0.02 0.373%%* 0.03
Student teacher-relationship quality —0.101%%* 0.01 —0.096%** 0.01 —0.096%** 0.02
(STRQ5)
Classroom level
Authoritative teaching (AUTH5) 0.045 0.04 0.054 0.04
Collective moral disengagement (CMD5) 0.323%* 0.10 0.285%:* 0.09
Cross-level interactions
MD5*AUTHS5 —0.263%%* 0.05
STRQ5*AUTHS5 —0.125%%* 0.03
MD5*CMD5 —0.192 0.14
STRQ5*CMD5 —0.340%** 0.08
Random effects
Intercept 0.033 0.012 0.009 0.006
Residual 0.331 0.234 0.235 0.226
AIC 2468.3 1964.7 1956.7 1900.2
Likelihood ratio test Chisq(4) =511.63%%* Chisq(2) = 11.96** Chisq(4) =64.575%%*
ICC 0.091
Number of students 1373
Number of classrooms 108

##p <0.01, ###p <0.001. Gender: Girl = 0; Background: Swedish ethnic background = 0; Est., unstandardized coefficient; SE, standard error; ICC, intraclass coefficient; AIC, Akaike information

criterion.

characterized by higher levels of collective moral disengagement were
more likely to score higher on moral disengagement 1year later
compared to students in classrooms with lower levels of collective
moral disengagement in grade 5. Contrary to Hypothesis 2,
authoritative teaching in grade 5 did not significantly predict moral
disengagement in grade 6. However, interaction effects were found for
three of the four interactions tested (see Figures 1-3).

First, there was a significant interaction between students’ moral
disengagement and authoritative teaching in grade 5 (b=-0.26,
SE=0.05, p<0.001). To interpret these significant interaction effects,
we computed simple slopes (see Preacher et al., 2006) for low (-1SD)
and high (+1SD) levels of authoritative teaching. As shown in Figure 1,
the effect of moral disengagement in grade 5 on moral disengagement
in grade 6 was stronger in classrooms characterized by low
authoritative teaching (by,,=0.53, p<0.001) compared with
classrooms characterized as high in authoritative teaching (b, =0.21,
p<0.001). Second, and as shown in Figure 2, we found a significant
interaction between student-teacher relationship quality and
authoritative teaching in grade 5 (b=-0.13, SE=0.03, p<0.001).
Simple slope analysis for low (—1SD) and high classroom levels
(+1SD) of authoritative teaching showed that in classrooms with high
authoritative teaching, better student-teacher relationship quality was
associated with less moral disengagement in the sixth grade
(byigh=—0.17, p<0.001), whereas in classrooms with low levels of
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authoritative teaching, grade 6 moral disengagement did not vary as
a function of student-teacher relationship quality (b, =—0.02,
p=0.31). Lastly, and as illustrated in Figure 3, there was a significant
interaction between student-teacher relationship quality and collective
moral disengagement in grade 5 (b= —0.340, SE=0.09, p<0.001). The
simple slope for low (-1SD) collective moral disengagement was not
significant (by,, =—0.02, p=0.42), whereas the simple slope for high
(+1SD) collective moral disengagement was negative and significant
(bhigh=—0.17, p<0.001). That is, in classrooms with high levels of
collective moral disengagement, better student-teacher relationship
quality was associated with lower levels of moral disengagement
1year later.

Discussion

With reference to social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2016),
children can develop their moral standards, self-regulatory processes,
and behaviors but can also learn to use moral disengagement
mechanisms from socialization agents such as teachers and peers in
school. Understanding the antecedents of moral disengagement is
crucial, given its well-established link to school bullying (Killer et al.,
2019; Luo and Bussey, 2023; Thornberg, 2023) and peer aggression
more generally (Gini et al,, 2014a; Luo and Bussey, 2023). In alignment
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with social cognitive theory and reciprocal determinism (Bandura,
2016), this study offers insights into the complex interplay between
personal factors, including cognitions, and social factors, that are
transmitted through the influence of peers and teachers. It examines
the impact of specific school microsystem factors (Bronfenbrenner,
1979) on the development of moral disengagement in pre-adolescence,
specifically focusing on collective moral disengagement, authoritative
teaching, and the quality of student-teacher relationships. To our
knowledge, the present study has been the first to examine how these
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factors, uniquely and interactively, predict moral disengagement
within a longitudinal design.

Collective moral disengagement
As hypothesized, our study revealed that students in classrooms
with higher levels of collective moral disengagement in fifth grade were

more prone to endorse morally disengaged beliefs about peer aggression
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Lyear later (Hypothesis 1). Thus, collective moral disengagement is a
contextual factor that affects not only behaviors such as bullying (Gini
et al., 2014b; Kollerova et al., 2018; Thornberg et al., 2021; Bjdrehed,
2022) but also socio-cognitive processes, such as an individual’s moral
disengagement. This underscores the significant influence of the peer
group on the development of moral disengagement among
pre-adolescents. Our finding adds to previous research by suggesting
that not only do friends tend to become more similar in moral
disengagement levels over time in early adolescence (Caravita et al.,
2014; Kim et al., 2024), but pre-adolescents who belong to a classroom
with higher levels of collective moral disengagement are at an increased
risk of developing greater individual moral disengagement.

While students’ moral disengagement is in itself a risk factor for peer
aggression and bullying (Gini et al., 2014a; Luo and Bussey, 2023), and a
predictor of later bullying perpetration (for a review see Thornberg,
2023), collective moral disengagement at the classroom level has also
been shown to be associated with bullying behaviors, over and above
individual moral disengagement (Bjirched et al., 2021; Sjogren et al.,
2021a). In addition to this existing research, and a recent longitudinal
study showing that classroom collective moral disengagement explains
between-classroom variability in later aggression (Gini et al., 2022), the
current findings contribute to the literature by demonstrating that
classroom collective moral disengagement also predicts students’ moral
disengagement over time. In other words, collective moral disengagement
at the classroom level can be linked to a negative development of
students’ moral cognition and behavior.

Authoritative teaching

Although authoritative teaching was negatively associated with
classroom levels of moral disengagement 1 year later in the bivariate
analysis, there was no significant direct effect of authoritative teaching
in fifth grade on moral disengagement in the sixth grade in the final
model (Hypothesis 2). One study has found that students perceiving
school rules as transparent and fair are less likely to activate
mechanisms of moral disengagement, resulting in decreased
engagement in negative behaviors (Ivaniushina and Alexandrov,
2022). The inconsistency with our findings may be explained by the
focus of our study on students’ collective perceptions of their teacher’s
teaching style rather than individual students’ perceptions. Ivaniushina
and Alexandrov’s study also included a slightly older sample (ages
12-15). Further, they focused on structure as a school characteristic,
while our measure included both structure and support and
specifically examined the teacher and classroom setting. It is also
plausible that support and structure are differentially associated with
moral disengagement. In a Swedish study with grade 4 students, Kloo
et al. (2023) distinguished between these two dimensions of
authoritative teaching; their results suggest that teacher support drives
the negative association between authoritative teaching and bullying
perpetration. For example, high teacher structure might impact
bullying through reduced moral disengagement, as proposed by
[vaniushina and Alexandrov (2022), while a classroom characterized
by support (i.e., warmth, open communication, and caring) might
be directly linked to lower levels of bullying and victimization (Lau
etal, 2018; Thornberg et al., 2018; Kloo et al., 2023). In addition to the
impact of collective moral disengagement at the classroom level found
in the present study, another reasonable explanation could be that
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students’ perception of their relationship quality with the teacher (Gao
et al., 2024) is a more influential factor for their development and
changes in moral disengagement over time than the overall teaching
style at the classroom level. This suggestion is supported by the finding
in our study that more positive, warm, and supportive student-teacher
relationships predicted lower levels of moral disengagement.

Student-teacher relationship quality

The current results suggest that a higher quality of student-teacher
relationships may protect against subsequent increases in moral
disengagement (Hypothesis 3). This indicates that how teachers
establish and maintain relationships with their students, and how this
relationship quality varies across their student cohort, may play an
essential role in their students’ development of moral disengagement.
This finding holds significance, particularly in light of the well-
established connection between moral disengagement and later
involvement in school bullying, as identified in other studies
(Thornberg, 2023). In our study, students with more negative, less
supportive, and less caring student-teacher relationships were more
likely to exhibit elevated levels of moral disengagement in the sixth
grade, regardless of their initial level of moral disengagement. This
result expands upon previous cross-sectional findings demonstrating
a positive link between student-teacher relationships and moral
disengagement (Gao et al., 2024) that also incorporate two time points
within a longitudinal design.

In Gao et al’s study, the association between student-teacher
relationships and moral disengagement was stronger in early
adolescence (11-14years) compared to middle adolescence
(15-17years). From a developmental standpoint, adolescents
progressively gain independence, thus suggesting that the influence of
adults, including teachers, on their socialization might diminish later
in adolescence. Consistent with this notion, prior longitudinal studies
have indicated that moral disengagement is influenced by factors in
home environments until late childhood (Hyde et al., 2010), after
which it becomes more influenced by peers (Caravita et al., 2014). Our
study adds to this literature by suggesting that teachers are influential
socialization agents impacting students’ tendency to morally disengage
in pre-adolescence. Not only can higher student-teacher relationship
quality be associated with less bullying (ten Boklkel et al., 2023) and
peer aggression (Krause and Smith, 2023). According to our study it
can also be associated with less moral disengagement. The literature,
in turn, has linked low moral disengagement with less bullying (Killer
etal, 2019; Thornberg, 2023) and peer aggression (Gini et al., 2014a;
Luo and Bussey, 2023). Altogether, this could be interpreted in terms
of what Bandura (2016) calls triadic codetermination, which means
that “human functioning is a product of the interplay of personal
influences, the behavior individuals engage in, and the environmental
forces that impinge on them” (p. 6). Personal influences would here
be moral disengagement, behavior would refer to bullying or peer
aggression, and environmental forces the student-teacher relationship
quality. Our study contributes to the literature by showing that
student-teacher relationship quality negatively predicted moral
disengagement 1year later. Since our study focused on changes
between the ages of 11 and 12, it would be desirable to include a more
extended period in future studies, both with younger school children
and those in later adolescence. This could provide insights into the
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potentially changing influence of student-teacher relationship quality
on moral disengagement across different developmental stages.

Cross-level interaction effects

In our study, three out of four tested cross-level interactions
significantly predicted moral disengagement 1year later: the
interaction between moral disengagement and authoritative teaching,
the interaction between student-teacher relationship quality and
authoritative teaching, and the interaction between student-teacher
relationship quality and collective moral disengagement.

Although we did not find that authoritative teaching at the
classroom level predicted subsequent moral disengagement (when
controlling for collective moral disengagement at the classroom level
and student-teacher relationship quality, gender, immigrant
background, and previous moral disengagement at the individual level),
authoritative teaching was found to moderate the effects of moral
disengagement and student-teacher relationship quality in grade 5 on
subsequent moral disengagement. In classrooms with less authoritative
teaching, the impact of moral disengagement on subsequent moral
disengagement was more pronounced. This finding suggests that an
authoritative teaching style can act as a buffer against a negative spiral
of escalating moral disengagement over time, especially for students
who already exhibit high levels of moral disengagement in grade 5.

Our findings further indicate that lower student-teacher
relationship quality in grade 5 is associated with higher moral
disengagement in grade 6. However, this association was only
significant in classrooms with high levels of authoritative teaching. In
other words, this result suggests that having poor student-teacher
relationships when belonging to classrooms where teachers are high
in authoritative teaching is a risk factor of moral disengagement. With
reference to the self-categorization theory (Turner and Oakes, 1989;
Abrams and Hogg, 1990), a possible explanation for our findings
might be that the few students who had poor relationships with their
teachers compared themselves with the majority of their classmates
who had more positive relationships with their teachers due to the
authoritative teaching style (teachers showed greater warmth, care,
support, and responsiveness to students in general). It is plausible to
assume that these everyday social comparisons in school increase the
risk of developing a sense of non-belonging in the classroom context
together with a more deviant social identity. As a part of their self-
categorization process (Turner and Oakes, 1989), students with poor
teacher relationships would be prone to develop a self-serving bias of
favoring the social category they identify themselves with (e.g., anti-
school, antisocial, or rejected in-group) while devaluating the majority
group of others in the classroom and other peers whom they perceive
belong to the same well-adjusted outgroup. These “upward
comparisons” (Laninga-Wijnen et al, 2023) might, in this case,
contribute to an antisocial trajectory and a greater need for moral
disengagement to maintain positive self-esteem and avoid
self-sanctions.

In the final regression model, collective moral disengagement at the
classroom level and the quality of the student-teacher relationship at
the individual level were uniquely linked to moral disengagement in
sixth grade. Nevertheless, the extent to which student-teacher
relationship quality predicted moral disengagement also depended on
the levels of classroom collective moral disengagement. Previous
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studies have demonstrated that collective moral disengagement can act
as a protective group property within the classroom, reducing the risk
of bullying perpetration (Gini et al., 2014b; Kollerova et al., 2018;
Thornberg et al., 2019; Thornberg et al., 2021; Bjdrehed, 2022). Our
study contributes to this body of literature by suggesting that students
with high student-teacher relationship quality score low on subsequent
moral disengagement independently of classroom levels of collective
moral disengagement. In contrast, students with low student-teacher
relationship quality tend to score higher on subsequent moral
disengagement in classrooms with high levels of collective moral
disengagement compared to students in classrooms with low collective
moral disengagement. Thus, having a positive student-teacher
relationship appears to be an important protective factor against moral
disengagement. The interaction effect in our results suggest that
students who had positive, warm, and supportive relationships with
their teachers were also better equipped to resist the bad influence of
classroom collective moral disengagement on their moral development.
One year later they still showed low levels of moral disengagement
despite collective

belonging to a classroom with high

moral disengagement.

Limitations

The current study fills an important gap in the literature by
examining the role played by specific school microsystem factors
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) on the development of moral disengagement
in pre-adolescence. Nevertheless, some methodological limitations
need to be addressed. First, all the studied variables were assessed
using self-report measures. Self-reports are vulnerable to social
desirability biases, and there may be a risk that students underreport
their moral disengagement while exaggerating how common it is
among classmates. Nevertheless, as both moral disengagement and
collective moral disengagement relate to students’ perceptions and
beliefs, self-reports may be the best way to capture these constructs.
Further, some controversy exists about whether students should rate
their teachers’ behaviors (den Brok et al., 2006), like authoritative
teaching. Thus, future studies could examine whether the current
findings hold when teacher reports and/or direct observations are
used to capture authoritative teaching.

Although our study implemented a longitudinal design, only two
time points over a relatively short period of 1year were included. A
more extensive longitudinal approach with additional time points
could be employed to enhance the robustness of our findings. This
would provide a more comprehensive understanding of the observed
associations and enable us to capture potential developmental trends
or variations over an extended period. In addition, changes in moral
disengagement may also be influenced by several factors not included
in the current study.

Furthermore, no classroom mean score of authoritative teaching
was below 3.9 (max 7); for collective moral disengagement, no
classroom score exceeded 2.6 (max 5). This suggests that our study
compared classrooms characterized as relatively authoritative and
with relatively low levels of collective moral disengagement.
Consequently, caution is advised when generalizing findings to
classrooms characterized by a lower degree of authoritative teaching
and higher levels of collective moral disengagement. Finally, our study
exclusively involved students in Swedish schools. Future studies
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should investigate the transferability of these findings to other
countries and cultural contexts.

Practical implications

The current findings have implications for teacher educators and
school personnel. First, fostering a positive and supportive relationship
between students and teachers seems crucial in minimizing a negative
developmental spiral of moral disengagement in pre-adolescence.
Teacher educators should, therefore, focus on equipping pre-service
teachers with the skills and knowledge to build positive and supportive
relationships with their students (Bouchard and Smith, 2017). Teachers
who engage in authoritative teaching as a part of their bullying
prevention strategy (see Lau et al., 2018; Thornberg et al., 2018; Kloo
etal,, 2023) need to make the effort to build warm, caring, and responsive
relationships with all of the students in their classroom and include
targeted actions for students they fail to reach and with whom they fail
to develop supportive relationships. To prevent an adverse moral climate,
pre-service teachers and teachers can also benefit from professional
training on influencing group dynamics (Hymel et al., 2015). This
training should include strategies that proactively prevent collective
moral disengagement from emerging in the first place and promote a
moral climate defined by active engagement and social responsibility. In
line with the democratic mission (Swedish Education Act, SES 2010:800,
2010), teachers could integrate discussions about ethics and moral
decision-making into their ordinary lessons by making students aware
of moral disengagement mechanisms and how these can contribute to
explaining a range of negative, inhumane and aggressive behaviors,
including bullying and peer aggression, delinquency/criminality,
political oppression, terrorism, genocide, and war (Bandura, 2016).
When students are encouraged to reflect on ethical considerations and
to identify moral disengagement mechanisms, they might be more likely
to develop a moral compass and resist moral disengagement.
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