
echT PressScience

Journal of Psychology in Africa, 2025
Vol. 35, No. 4, 541–548, http://doi.org/10.32604/jpa.2025.069551

Teacher-student relationship quality effects on school students’ bullying victimization: A serial
mediation model by student-student relationship and student engagement

Yuan Yuan1 and Yanfei Yang2,*

1School of Teacher Education, Heze University, Heze, 274015, China
2School of Educational Science, Xinyang Normal University, Xinyang, 464000, China

*Correspondence: Yanfei Yang, yanerfeilove@sina.com
Received: 20 December 2024; Accepted: 26 June 2025; Published: 17 August 2025

Abstract: This study examined the impact of teacher-student relationship quality on students’ risk of bullying victimiza-
tion and the mediating roles of student-student relationships and student engagement in this relationship. A total of 656
Chinese junior high school students (females = 361, mean age = 13.75, SD = 0.98) completed validated measures of
teacher-student relationship quality, student-student relationship quality, student engagement, and bullying victimization.
Regression analysis results indicated that higher teacher-student relationship quality predicted a lower risk of student
bullying victimization. Serial mediating effect testing of the student-student relationship quality and student engagement
revealed that these factors fully mediated the relationship between teacher-student relationship quality and bullying
victimization, resulting in a lower risk of bullying victimization. The results showed that student-student relationship
quality had a more substantial mediating effect than student engagement. The findings support the Socio-Ecological
Framework, suggesting that within the Microsystem, interactions between individuals and their immediate environments
significantly impact their behavior. Specifically, these findings suggest that good teacher-student relationships can enhance
the quality of student-student relationships and student engagement, thereby preventing and reducing the occurrence of
bullying victimization.

Keywords: teacher-student relationship quality; bullying victimization; student-student relationship quality; student
engagement; junior middle school students

Introduction
Teachers and parents have expressed concern about the
prevalence of bullies. Approximately 1 in 5 adolescents
worldwide is bullied at school (Lessne & Yanez, 2016; Liu
et al., 2022). Bullying victimization risk is an important
risk factor for students’ development in school (Brad-
shaw et al., 2013) and could seriously impact students’
mental health, behavioral function, and academic perfor-
mance (Kljakovic & Hunt, 2016; Huang, 2022). Bullying
victimization is when individuals perceive themselves to
be unable to defend themselves against intentional and
repeated aggressive behavior in a school setting (Olweus,
1997). Much of this would depend on the student-to-
student relationship and the student’s sense of engagement.
However, the relationship between teacher-student rela-
tionship quality and students’ bullying victimization risk,
with the mediation of student-student and student engage-
ment in that relationship, remains unexplored. Therefore,
this study aimed to address that gap in the evidence.

Teacher-student relationship quality and bullying
victimization
The teacher-student relationship is defined as “the mean-
ingful emotional and relational connection between the
student and the teacher as a result of prolonged inter-
action” (Marengo et al., 2018, p.2012). Three key
aspects—positive, negative, and conflictual—are often
used to evaluate the quality of teacher-student relation-
ships (Roorda et al., 2017). Positive interactions between
teachers and students are generally defined by emotional
warmth, mutual openness, and the provision of academic
and emotional support, which foster a caring environment

and the development of trust (Sulkowski & Simmons,
2018). Indifference, limited interaction, and insufficient
support from teachers are key indicators of a negative
teacher-student relationship, and these relationships are
marked by alienation, emotional neglect, and a lack of trust
(Pianta, 2013). Conflictual teacher-student relationships
are typically marked by frequent arguments, confronta-
tions, and non-cooperation, often resulting in disharmony
and tension between the teacher and the student (Marengo
et al., 2018).

Students who are bullied are more likely to experience
classroom behavioral problems (Cook et al., 2010). This
poor classroom behavior is associated with their overall
lower school adjustment. Specifically, victims often have
a more negative perception of the school and classroom
climate (Jungert et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2015). Moreover,
bullied students have been found to report higher levels
of emotional symptoms, such as anxiety and depression
(Silberg et al., 2016). According to Voltmer and von
Salisch (2017), negative emotions can have a detrimental
impact on school adjustment and academic success. There-
fore, the emotional difficulties of bullied students further
undermine the quality of their classroom life.

Teachers play a dual role: they act as authority figures
who promote proper behavior and address misconduct,
and as facilitators who nurture students’ social skills,
peer connections, and emotional well-being (Farmer et al.,
2011; Quaglia et al., 2013). When teachers build positive
relationships with students, their classroom authority is
reinforced, and their capacity to guide students’ behav-
ior and emotional control is improved, which in turn
contributes to a better classroom atmosphere and overall
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classroom experience (Longobardi et al., 2017). Students
with weak or negative relationships with their teachers tend
to display externalizing problems, including aggressive
acts and rule violations (Jungert et al., 2016), and are at
higher risk of participating in bullying behaviors (Thorn-
berg et al., 2018). Positive teacher-student relationships
can enhance students’ sense of security and belonging,
thereby reducing their feelings of isolation and alienation
within the school environment. Good teacher-student rela-
tionships can help create a safer and more supportive
environment, which may reduce the likelihood of students
being bullied (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).

Student-student relationship quality mediation
Student-student relationship quality refers to the quality of
interaction between students (Yu et al., 2022). For instance,
students in schools and classes where teachers care,
respect, and support have higher levels of mental health
(Sarkova et al., 2014), higher levels of peer acceptance
(Hughes et al., 2014), and less involvement in antisocial
behavior (Maldonado-Carreño & Votruba-Drzal, 2011),
including bullying (Gregory et al., 2010; Richard et al.,
2012). Teachers who demonstrate care and support can
strengthen peer relationships and minimize student con-
flicts by fostering a stronger sense of classroom belonging.
Teachers’ recognition of a student affects other students’
acceptance of them (Ten Bokkel et al., 2023; Yan et al.,
2018). Praise or criticism also affects their image in the
eyes of their peers.

A good student-student relationship has been identi-
fied as an important buffer that helps prevent bullying.
Enhanced peer relationship quality is associated with
increased prosocial engagement and a reduced risk of
bullying and victimization (Johnson & Johnson, 2007,
November). Negative student-student relationships may
serve as an immediate risk factor for being victim-
ized (Thornberg et al., 2018). Those who are victimized
often report limited peer acceptance, lack of support,
weak friendships, and little mutual interaction (Demaray
& Malecki, 2003; Perren & Alsaker, 2006; Perren &
Hornung, 2005). These factors collectively increase the
likelihood of students being bullied.

Student engagement mediation
Student engagement refers to the level of involve-
ment of students in school-organized and learning-related
activities, including cognitive-behavioral engagement and
emotional engagement (Xie et al., 2019). Students’
engagement has a significant negative impact on bullying
victimization (Xie & Mei, 2018).

Student-student relationship quality positively predicts
student engagement (Yan et al., 2018) or more active
participation in school learning and activities (Thornberg
et al., 2018; Yan et al., 2018). Moreover, students with
a high level of acceptance in their peer group are more
actively involved in activities organized by the school and
learning related. Support from peers motivates students
and helps them recognize the importance of pursuing
academic success (You, 2011).

Theoretical basis. Hughes et al. (2014) argued that
within the Microsystem, interactions between individuals

and their immediate environments significantly impact
their behavior. Teachers have a considerable impact on
peer ecology, with supportive and empathetic educators
enhancing peer interactions and reducing peer conflict
(Hughes et al., 2014). As managers of the classroom
environment, teachers have a considerable impact on the
classroom peer ecology (Hendrickx et al., 2016). Bul-
lying, as a social phenomenon, is influenced by both
personal and environmental factors (Swearer & Hymel,
2015; Thornberg et al., 2022b). Thus, teachers and stu-
dents comprise an important Microsystem in the students’
school life.

Goals of the study. This study examined the rela-
tionship between teacher-student relationship quality and
bullying victimization among school students, as well as
the mediating roles of student-student relationship quality
and student engagement in this relationship. Figure 1
presents our conceptual model for testing the hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: The teacher-student relationship quality
is negatively correlated with students’ bullying victimiza-
tion risk.

Hypothesis 2: The quality of the student-student
relationship significantly mediates the quality of the
teacher-student relationship and the risk of students
being bullied.

Hypothesis 3: Student engagement significantly medi-
ates the relationship between teacher-student quality and
students’ risk of bullying victimization.

Hypothesis 4: The student-student relationship quality
and student engagement play a mediating role in the
chain between teacher-student relationship quality and bul-
lying victimization, strengthening this relationship more
than either student-student relationship quality or student
engagement alone.

Methods

Participants and setting

A convenience sample of 656 Chinese junior high school
students participated. By demographics, they comprised
295 boys (45%) and 361 girls (55%). They had an average
age of 13.75 ± 0.98 years.

Measures
Teacher-student relationship quality and student-student
relationship quality

The Dual School Climate and School Identification
Measure-Student (SCASIM-St 15), developed by Yu et al.
(2022), is a measure of teacher-student relationship quality.
It comprises two subscales, each consisting of 3 items,
assessing the quality of the teacher-student relationship
and the student-student relationship. The items are rated
on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to
5 (Strongly Agree). Higher scores indicate better teacher-
student or student-student relationships. In this study, the
Cronbach’s alpha values for the teacher-student relation-
ship quality and student-student relationship quality scales
were 0.89 and 0.93, respectively.
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Figure 1. Hypothetical model of the study

Bullying victimization

The Chinese Version of Delaware Bullying Victimization
Scale-student (DBVS-S), revised by Xie et al. (2015), con-
sists of 18 items on four dimensions: verbal bullying (e.g.,
“Students say hurtful things to me.”), physical bullying
(e.g., “I have been pushed on purpose.”), social/relational
bullying (e.g., “Students tell others to dislike me.”) and
cyber bullying (e.g., “Classmates send negative mes-
sages about me to others privately through text messages,
WeChat, QQ, etc.”). In this study, only the first three
dimensions of the scale were used, with a total of 12
items. The items are rated on a 6-point scale, ranging
from 1 (never) to 6 (daily). Higher scores indicate greater
victimization. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha value of
the bullying victimization scale was 0.88.

Student engagement

The Delaware Student Engagement Scale-Student (DSES-
S), revised by Xie et al. (2019), comprises 11 items on
cognitive-behavioral engagement (5 items, e.g., “I com-
plete my homework on time.”), and emotional engagement
(5 items, e.g., “I enjoy coming to school.”). The items
are rated on a 4-point scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly
Disagree) to 4 (Strongly Agree). Higher scores indicate
higher student engagement. In this study, the Cronbach’s
alpha value of the student engagement scale was 0.93.

Procedure
The Xinyang University ethics committee approved the
study. Parents of the student consented to the study. The
students assented to the study. They completed the surveys
at school. Students were made aware of the study’s pur-
pose, the voluntary nature of their participation, and the
confidentiality of the data collection and analysis process.

Data analysis
The data analyses were conducted using SPSS 20.0 and the
SPSS macro PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). First, descriptive
data were obtained using SPSS 20.0, and then Pearson
correlations were calculated to assess the correlations
between the variables. Furthermore, the multi-mediation
analyses were all conducted using the PROCESS macro
in SPSS 20.0 (Hayes, 2013; Preacher & Hayes, 2004).
The number of bootstrap samples for the bias-corrected
bootstrap confidence intervals was 5000.

Test for common method variance
Since the data were student self-reports, and a Harman
single-factor test was employed to assess common method
variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003), five factors with eigen-
values greater than one were identified, which explained
63.71% of the variation. The variance explained by the first
factor was 34.17%, less than the 40% threshold. Therefore,
the common method deviation of the data in this study was
not significant.

Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations
Table 1 presents the descriptive results of each vari-
able and the correlation coefficients among the variables.
The results show that teacher-student relationship quality
was positively correlated with student-student relationship
quality and student engagement, and negatively correlated
with bullying victimization. Student-student relationship
quality was positively correlated with student engagement
and negatively correlated with bullying victimization. Stu-
dent engagement was negatively correlated with bullying
victimization. These were basically consistent with the
results of previous studies.

Teacher-student relationship quality and bullying victim-
ization risk
The results (see Table 1) show that teacher-student rela-
tionship quality was negatively correlated with bullying
victimization (r = −0.21, p < 0.01). So, Hypothesis 1
was confirmed.

Test for mediation: Student-student relationship quality
and student engagement
In this study, Model 6 in the PROCESS macro in SPSS
20.0, compiled by Hayes (2013), was used to test the
mediating effect of student-student relationship quality and
student engagement on the relationship between teacher-
student relationship quality and bullying victimization,
while controlling for gender, age, and grade. The results
(see Table 2) show that teacher-student relationship quality
positively predicted student-student relationship quality (β
= 0.62, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.54, 0.65]) and bullying vic-
timization was not significantly predicted (β = −0.02, p =
0.67, 95% CI [−0.06, 0.04]); Student-student relationship
quality negatively predicted bullying victimization (β =
−0.14, p < 0.01, 95% CI [−0.11, −0.02]). The results
indicate that the quality of the student-student relationship
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Table 1. Means, SD, and intercorrelations

Variables Correlations

1 2 3 4

1. Teacher-student relationship quality 1
2. Student-student relationship quality 0.64** 1
3. Student engagement 0.62** 0.60** 1
4. Bullying victimization −0.21** −0.25** −0.26** 1
Mean 4.34 4.42 3.29 1.23
SD 0.74 0.72 0.50 0.32

Note. N = 656; **p < 0.01.

Table 2. Regression analysis results

Regression equation (N = 656) Overall model fit Regression coefficient significance

Predictor Outcome R R2 F β t

Teacher-student relationship quality Student-student relationship quality 0.65 0.42 116.64 0.62 19.80***
Teacher-student relationship quality Student engagement 0.68 0.46 110.58 0.38 9.94***
Student-student relationship quality 0.34 9.08***
Teacher-student relationship quality Bullying victimization 0.31 0.10 11.52 −0.02 −0.42
Student-student relationship quality −0.14 −2.69**
Student engagement −0.15 −3.00**

Note. ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01.

Figure 2. Full mediation model. Note. ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01.

significantly mediates the relationship between teacher-
student relationship quality and students’ risk of bullying
victimization. So, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

The results (see Table 2) indicate that teacher-student
relationship quality positively predicts student engagement
(β = 0.38, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.20, 0.56]). And student
engagement negatively predicted bullying victimization
(β = −0.15, p < 0.01, 95% CI [−0.17, −0.03]). So,
Hypothesis 3 was supported.

Student-student relationship quality positively pre-
dicted student engagement (β = 0.34, p < 0.001, 95% CI
[0.19, 0.29]) (see Table 2). Therefore, the single mediating
effect of student-student relationship quality and student
engagement was significant, and the chain mediating effect
of student-student relationship quality and student engage-
ment was also significant (Table 2 and Figure 2).

With the mediating effect of student-student rela-
tionship quality and student engagement, the effects of
teacher-student relationship quality on bullying victimiza-
tion became insignificant. Considering the above findings,
the mediator variable, student-student relationship quality
and student engagement, played a full mediating role in the

relationship between teacher-student relationship quality
and bullying victimization.

Then this study further tested the significance of the
mediating effect in the model using the bootstrapping
method (n = 5000 bootstrap samples). The significance of
the indirect effects was determined at the level of 0.05 in
this study; the indirect effect was considered statistically
meaningful if the estimates of the 95% confidence interval
did not contain zero. Table 3 shows the results of the
bootstrap test for the significance of the mediating effect.
As shown in Table 3, student-student relationship quality
played a mediating role between teacher-student relation-
ship quality and bullying victimization: the standardized
estimated value of the mediating effect was −0.12 (SE =
0.05, 95% CI [−0.21, −0.02]). Student engagement also
played a mediating role between teacher-student relation-
ship quality and bullying victimization: the standardized
estimated value of the mediating effect was −0.08 (SE
= 0.03, 95% CI [−0.14, −0.02]). These findings further
confirm Hypotheses 2 and 3.



QUALITY OF SCHOOL LIFE 545

Table 3. Bootstrap analyses of the significance of mediation

Model pathways Standardized indirect effect SE 95% CI mean effect

Lower Upper

TSR—SSR—BV −0.12 0.05 −0.21 −0.02
TSR—SE—BV −0.08 0.03 −0.14 −0.02
TSR—SSR—SE—BV −0.04 0.02 −0.08 −0.01

Note. TSR, Teacher-student relationship quality; SSR, Student-student relationship
quality; SE, Student engagement; BV, Bullying victimization.

Chain mediation effects. Student-student relationship
quality and bullying victimization played a chain mediat-
ing role: the standardized estimated value of the mediating
effect was −0.04 (SE = 0.02, 95% CI [−0.08, −0.01]).
The estimates of the 95% confidence interval did not
contain zero; the indirect effect of teacher-student rela-
tionship quality on bullying victimization was considered
statistically meaningful. Figure 2 shows the specific path
coefficients between variables. In conclusion, these results
support Hypothesis 4.

Discussion
The teacher-student relationship quality is negatively cor-
related with students’ bullying victimization risk, but
it does not directly predict this risk significantly. This
conclusion is consistent with previous research. Among
longitudinal studies, some have found support for negative
longitudinal associations between positive student–teacher
relationships and bullying victimization (Demol et al.,
2020). This finding is in line with the socio-ecological
theory, which emphasizes that student-teacher relation-
ships, as a crucial component of the Microsystem, directly
influence students’ social behaviors (Hong & Espelage,
2012). Positive student-teacher relationships can enhance
academic engagement (Roorda et al., 2017) and peer
relationships (Endedijk et al., 2022), thereby reducing the
likelihood of students being bullied (Forsberg et al., 2024).

The teacher-student relationship quality effects on
students’ bullying victimization were more substantial
through student-student relationship quality. These find-
ings are explained by the fact that in schools and classes
where teachers care, respect, and support students, stu-
dents have a greater sense of class membership, less peer
conflict, and better peer relationships (Hughes et al., 2014).
In addition, teachers’ unconditional care and appreciation
for students will help establish a good image of them
among classmates, and also affect their recognition and
acceptance by other students (Ten Bokkel et al., 2023; Yan
et al., 2018). Moreover, the support of classmates can
prevent or reduce bullying (Thornberg et al., 2018). Good
student-student relationships are also seen as a key protec-
tive factor against bullying (Thornberg et al., 2018).

The student engagement mediated the quality of the
teacher-student relationship and students’ bullying victim-
ization. This finding was consistent with previous studies
(Quin, 2017; Roorda et al., 2017). Teacher care and sup-
port for students is key to student engagement in learning
activities and their sense of security in school (Thornberg

et al., 2022a). Caring and supportive teacher-student rela-
tionships foster a trusting and safe class atmosphere, which
helps students seek help from teachers and are more likely
to interact with teachers during school and learning related
activities (Quin, 2017; Roorda et al., 2017). Students are
more involved in school and study-related activities, often
develop emotional links with classmates, and are less
likely to be bullied (He et al., 2022; Xie & Mei, 2018).

This study found that student-student relationship
quality and student engagement serially mediated the
teacher-student relationship and bullying victimization
risk. This finding was consistent with previous research,
which has shown that school classes with more caring,
warm, and supportive teacher-student relationships tend
to have similar student-student relationships (Thornberg
et al., 2018). Teachers’ emotional support and accep-
tance of students are transmitted to students (Ten Bokkel
et al., 2023). Students respect, understand, recognize,
and accept other students, and recognition and accep-
tance are important indicators of the quality of student
interaction (Zou et al., 1998). Accepted students have
higher-quality interactions with class members. Whether it
is a school-organized activity or a classroom learning task,
their participation is higher (Thornberg et al., 2018; Yan
et al., 2018; You, 2011), and they have a strong sense of
belonging to the school (Weyns et al., 2018). When they
are integrated into the school community, they develop
stronger emotional connections with teachers and class-
mates and are less likely to be bullied (He et al., 2022; Xie
& Mei, 2018).

Implications for practice
This study examined the relationship between teacher-
student relationship quality and junior high school
students’ experiences of bullying victimization, as well as
the mediating roles of student-student relationship quality
and student engagement. Good teacher-student relation-
ships can enhance student-student relationships, improve
student engagement, and reduce students’ experiences of
bullying victimization. Therefore, school teachers should
foster a harmonious relationship with their students. As
middle school students are in adolescence, bullying vic-
timization hurts their academic development and mental
health. The positive and harmonious teacher-student rela-
tionship is the key to preventing junior high school
students from being bullied. Teachers should respect the
diversity of students, treat each student fairly, and accept
their behavior. In addition, teachers should offer more
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emotional support to students, pay attention to the prob-
lems and difficulties they encounter in school, and provide
timely assistance. Moreover, teachers should also increase
their degree of care for students and provide psychological
counseling for those who are bullied.

Limitations and future directions
This study significantly contributed to the global discourse
on bullying victimization in schools, emphasizing the
challenges faced by junior high school students in China.
It highlights the role of teacher-student relationship quality
in influencing bullying victimization and provides a foun-
dation for policy development and intervention strategies.
Limitations of the study include its cross-sectional design,
which prevents causal inferences, a sample restricted to
a single geographical area that may not represent all
Chinese junior high school students, and reliance on self-
reported data that may introduce bias. Future research
should conduct longitudinal studies, which could provide
more insights into the long-term effects of teacher-student
relationship quality on bullying victimization.

Conclusion
This study examined the relationship between teacher-
student relationship quality and junior high school
students’ experiences of bullying victimization, as well
as the mediating effects of student-student relationship
quality and student engagement in this relationship. The
results showed that student-student relationship quality and
student engagement played a full mediating role between
teacher-student relationship quality and bullying victim-
ization, respectively. Teacher-student relationship quality
also indirectly predicted bullying victimization through the
chain mediation of student-student relationship quality and
student engagement.
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