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Peer victimization has received much attention from researchers and educators over the last decade, since it is
a problem that affects children and adolescents. As more time-extensive programs do not seem to be used in
schools, in this article the EQUIP program for Educators is proposed as an instrument for the prevention of
peer bullying and social exclusion. Its three components, anger management and thinking error correction,
social skills and social decision making might be useful to work on various aspects involved in victimization
situations between peers. The training was carried out in two groups of students in Spanish Secondary educa-
tion between the ages of 14 and 17 years. Results of the study in relation to thinking error correction, peer bul-
lying and social exclusion incidence, classmates’ behavior in victimization situations and classroom climate

are presented and discussed.

Peer victimization has been identified as a
problem that affects a proportion of children
and adolescents in both primary and secondary
schools. It can be defined as a “perverse type
of interpersonal relation that is characterized
by repeated behaviors of intimidation and
neglecting towards a student who is in a disad-
vantaged position” (Del Barrio, Martin,
Almeida, & Barrios, 2003). It implies an
inequality of power: a student who is in a more
powerful situation, usually supported by a
number of classmates, addresses aggressive

actions to a powerless peer. These actions can
be direct (e.g., insulting) or indirect (e.g., talk-
ing behind someone’s back), physical, verbal
or by other means. When victimization implies
interactions, we refer to it as bullying, but
when it is aimed at depriving someone from
interaction we call it exclusion. This maltreat-
ment between peers has a negative effect on
the victim’s wellbeing and affects the climate
of the group in which these students find them-
selves in a negative way (Rigby, 1996; Van der
Meulen, 2005). Prototypically it is repeated
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behavior, although it can occur that one inter-
action, or lack of interaction, is enough to per-
ceive it or experience it as victimization
(Olweus, 1999). Recent data on the incidence
of peer victimization in Spanish secondary
education (Defensor del Pueblo-UNICEF,
2007) show that the numbers of students being
victimized by other students, those actively
participating and those observing the maltreat-
ment depend on the type of aggression
involved. With respect to victims, for example,
percentages range between 0,5% (threatened
with weapons) and 27,1% (insulted). Incidence
related to these three viewpoints, obtained in
this national-wide survey is shown in Figure 1.

School bullying and social exclusion has
been a major concern for educators and politi-
cians in many countries for the last fifteen
years, and many have contributed to the
knowledge available at this moment, as this
phenomenon is a hot item among researchers
in psychology and education. Initially, the
main focus was on the victim and the bully or

bullies, reducing possible causal explanations
and interventions to these two parts of the rela-
tion, and many times only referring to their
personal characteristics, more or less stable.
Later on, this relation has started to be seen as
embedded in a group context (del Barrio et al.,
2003; Pellegrini, 2002; Salmivalli & Voeten,
2004). Therefore, specific group aspects as
popularity or friendship structures in the group
have to be taken into account. Also, various
roles in a bullying or social exclusion situation
have been distinguished. Apart from the victim
and the bully or bullies, other students support
these latter, for example by laughing or telling
them to continue. Only some help the victim,
defend him/her, or talk to the person after-
wards. Many students are mere observers; they
know about the victimization but do nothing to
stop it (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist,
Osterman, & Kaukiainen, 1996).

In summary, school peer victimization
should be perceived as a group phenomenon,
rather than exclusively provoked and affected
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FIGURE 1
Incidence of peer bullying and social exclusion from the viewpoint of the victims,
aggressors and observers (Defensor del Pueblo-UNICEF, 2007).
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by individual factors, which explains why it is
difficult for a victimized student to get out of
the situation by him/herself. Various effective
intervention methods that take into account the
ways of group functioning in schools have
been designed by researchers and teachers.
Some of these have shown to be useful in pri-
mary school (e.g., Circle of friends; see Sulli-
van, 2000), others in secondary education (e.g.
the Pikas Method of Shared Concern (Pikas,
1989). These interventions are not only aimed
at improving the relation between bully/bullies
and victim but try to go beyond that, heading
for changes in the whole group and in the
classroom climate. Fewer programs are to be
found of a preventive nature however. Experi-
enced teachers and writers refer to possibilities
such as theater or activities including
role-playing in the class, curriculum work,
which includes information on understanding
and defining bullying (Sullivan, Cleary, & Sul-
livan, 2004), or training teachers to create pos-
itive relationships in the classroom (Galloway
& Roland, 2004). These activities have in
occasion been elements of larger intervention
programs, implemented in a considerable
number of schools, as for example the pioneer-
ing Olweus Bullying Intervention Program in
Norway (e.g., Olweus, 1993; later adapted by
several others to introduce it in their own coun-
try), or the Sheffield Project in the United
Kingdom (e.g., Smith, Sharp, Eslea, &
Thompson, 2004). These larger projects con-
sist of various components (e.g., drama, video,
quality circles, peer counseling, playground
supervisor training) to be implemented in each
school. Some of these are done with several, or
even all classrooms over a few sessions, others
with a selection of the school’s total student
population, and others only with the teachers.
However, more extensive programs to work
with all the students of a classroom over a lon-
ger period of time do not seem to be used in
schools.

We believe that the EQUIP program for
Educators (DiBiase, Gibbs, Potter, & Spring,
2005) is an interesting method that might be
useful in creating a positive classroom climate,

and thus preventing the appearance of antiso-
cial behavior as peer victimization. This
program is an adapted version of the original
EQUIP, which aims at educating young people
at-risk or with behavioral problems in thinking
and acting responsibly using a peer-helping
approach (Gibbs, Potter, & Goldstein, 1995).
EQUIP for Educators can be used in main-
stream secondary schools and it involves three
components: (1) anger management and think-
ing error correction, (2) social skills and (3)
social decision making (see DiBiase in this
volume for background information on this
program). An important aspect of the first
component is the reduction of students’
self-serving cognitive distortions. Gibbs (e.g.,
2003) distinguishes four types of these distor-
tions, the so-called thinking errors. Self-cen-
tered is the primary self-serving cognitive
distortion: only one’s own views, needs,
rights, feelings etc. are what count, those of
others are not or scarcely considered (Gibbs,
Potter, Barriga, & Liau, 1996). For a person,
the fact of continuing his/her self-centered atti-
tude typically results in protective rationaliza-
tions, that Gibbs (e.g., 2003) calls secondary
cognitive distortions. When hurting other peo-
ple, the offender might use these to protect
him/herself against psychological stress that
could be generated by his/her actions. Blaming
others, Assuming the worst and Minimizing/
Mislabeling are all secondary cognitive distor-
tions. Blaming others can be understood as
misattributing blame for one’s own actions to
outside sources (Gibbs, Potter, & Goldstein,
1995). When somebody attributes hostile
intentions to other persons, he or she considers
a social situation as inevitable or assumes that
there are no possibilities to improve his/her
behavior, s/he is Assuming the worst (Gibbs et
al., 1996). A person is Minimizing or Misla-
beling when s/he uses belittling or dehumaniz-
ing labels in relation to others, or depicts
antisocial behavior as being acceptable, even
admirable, or not really harming others (Gibbs
etal., 1995).

In earlier research that we conducted with
SCAN-Bullying, a narrative instrument created
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to study children’s and adolescents’ under-
standing of peer victimization (Del Barrio,
Almeida, van der Meulen, Barrios, & Gutiérr-
ez, 2003), causal explanations of bullying and
social exclusion were found that could be
labeled as thinking errors. Ramén! (11), for
example, is minimizing when he explains the
behavior of a bully: “I think he does it just in
order to pretend being funny. Not to hurt any-
body, but to let the others know how funny he
is, so it will make him more popular.” Some
young adolescents blame others, as do Sergio
(13): “Because of the parents, they don’t care
for their children and let them to do what they
want”; Nuria (13): “They are influenced by
their friends,” and Paula (11): “Perhaps
because of how she [victim] looks like.”
Finally, Juan (11) refers to others’ Self-Cen-
tered viewpoint as the starting point for victim-
ization: “Some people believe they are the
best, they are better than the rest for being
taller, stronger or more intelligent. Some peo-
ple think they are superior and that’s why
things that shouldn’t occur, start to happen.”
Gibbs (2003) also refers to Self-centeredness
in relation to victimization, when he describes
a bullying situation in a summer camp. Several
campers pulled on a prank on Edward, a mildly
retarded adult who was a maintenance staffer.
While he was asleep, they would sink one of
his hands into a pail of water so he would wet
his pans in bed. Awaken, he would sweat and
run after the laughing campers. According to
Gibbs, these campers did not take into account
Edward’s situation—his limited ability—when
they bullied him, so they remained Self-cen-
tered.

It seems then that working on reducing
thinking errors might be useful to change stu-
dents’ perception on bullying and social exclu-
sion, which as a result could reduce its
incidence in schools as children and adoles-
cents start to see it as hurtful behavior towards
others once they really start taking them into
account. But also the other components of the
program, learning social skills and improving
social decision making, are important aspects
to work on with students in order to prevent
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victimization or to enable them to intervene
more appropriately in abusive situations. Stu-
dents can learn how to show other than just
negative or aggressive behaviors, listen more
carefully to their classmates’ problems, and
make better decisions on what to do in a real or
might-be conflict situation in the group.

We think that EQUIP might be useful to
change hurtful group processes such as peer
victimization, since the dynamics of the group
are made clear during the program session.
When analyzing real and hypothetical conflict
situations in the classroom, behavior of the
whole group is being clarified (which role has
everyone, is pressure felt to act in a certain
way, etc.) and analyzed by the students them-
selves. Also, possible new ways of dealing
with conflicts in the group are discussed, as
offered by some of the students to their class-
mates, which is a key-element of the
peer-helping approach. Brugman et al. (2003)
found that when students have a more ade-
quate perception of the moral atmosphere in
the school, this reduces norm transgressive
behavior. In the same line, the understanding
of the group processes involved in peer mal-
treatment could reduce its presence in the
classroom.

We translated EQUIP for Educators into
Spanish and called it EQUIPAR (DiBiase,
Gibbs, Potter, van der Muelen, Granizo, & del
Barro, 2010). Part of its contents, mostly con-
cerning examples (e.g., social problem situa-
tions), were adapted to the Spanish secondary
school context. We also introduced some spe-
cific sessions on peer bullying and social
exclusion in school. Nevertheless, the main
structure of the program was not altered. In the
present study we piloted the EQUIP program
in a Spanish mainstream school setting. Our
hypothesis was that the training would reduce
antisocial behavior in the form of peer victim-
ization, as it makes the students more aware of
the negative consequences this type of aggres-
sion has for those who suffer it. We were also
interested in the effects that more adequate
moral reasoning of the individuals in the group
would have on the atmosphere in the class,
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understanding this atmosphere or climate as
students’ sense of wellbeing and security in the
class, group members’ sense of unity and
teachers’ attitudes towards students. We pre-
dicted that, when adolescents reduce their cog-
nitive distortions classroom climate would be
perceived as more positive after the interven-
tion. This means that students would indicate a
higher sense of wellbeing and feelings of secu-
rity after the training and the group would
show an increased cohesion. Naturally, a posi-
tive classroom atmosphere would also enable
the decreasing of aggressive behavior. In a
positive climate peer victimization will be per-
ceived by the students as inadequate behavior.
One way or another, our prediction was that a
successful intervention in terms of a reduction
of cognitive distortions in the group would be
related to a more positive classroom climate
and a reduction of peer victimization.

METHOD

Participants

Two groups of students of two state-funded
secondary schools from the province of
Madrid (Spain) participated in this study. The
first group, a regular second year class con-
sisted of 24 students—11 boys and 13 girls—,
with a mean age of 14.2 years. In the second
school, a 3rd third year class that received
extra teaching hours focusing on students’
learning difficulties participated. Students in
this group —3 boys and 12 girls—, had a mean
age of 16.2 years. Two control groups also par-
ticipated: in the first school another second
year class, 18 boys and 7 girls (mean age 14.0
years); in the second school another ordinary
third year group, 20 boys and 5 girls (mean age
14.4 years).

Instruments

The EQUIP program for Educators con-
sists of three components: (1) Anger manage-
ment/Thinking error correction, (2) Social

skills and (3) Social decision making. The
material of the program was translated into
Spanish, and students’ manuals were prepared.
The three components appeared as in the orig-
inal English version; however, the illustrative
elements were altered where this was consid-
ered necessary. In the first place, almost half of
the original examples of the social skills units
were either changed or replaced, in part
because of cultural incongruence (e.g., shovel-
ing a driveway because of snow; in Spain most
students live in apartments and little snow falls
in the city of Madrid; baseball is not a com-
monly played sport in Spain, etc.), but also
because many examples were about experi-
ences outside school, while we aimed at using
more examples of situations inside school. In
the second place, also examples of the Anger
management/Thinking error correction com-
ponent were changed where needed (e.g.,
stealing a cell phone instead of a car). Third,
from the original social decision-making ses-
sions five problem situations were taken out as
they were not considered appropriate for the
Spanish school context: two situations on
stealing, one on drug-dealing, one on an
escape from an institution for boys, another
keeping a gun in school and one on a father’s
drinking problem. We considered these situa-
tions very different from adolescent’s daily life
experiences in Spain (e.g., possession of weap-
ons is very rare in Spain; teenagers under 18
are unable to have a driver’s license) and
decided therefore to exclude them. We intro-
duced three new problem situations, which
were all related to the school setting, since we
were interested in improvements of the rela-
tions between peers in the classroom. Two of
them were situations of peer victimization in
the class and the third situation implied a stu-
dent-teacher problem. Our Spanish version of
the Equip program for Educators contains
therefore a total of 29 units.

Three questionnaires were used to evaluate
the effects of the program. First, a Spanish
translation of the How I Think questionnaire
(Barriga, Gibbs, Potter, & Liau, 2001) was
used to perceive possible changes in the
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amount of thinking errors made by the stu-
dents. To assure reliability, the Spanish version
was backtranslated into English by a translator
not involved in this study, and minor correc-
tions were made. The total How I Think ques-
tionnaire consists of 54 items and measures the
four categories of self-serving cognitive distor-
tions: Self-Centered (9 items), Blaming Others
(10 items), Minimizing/Mislabeling (9 items)
and Assuming the Worst (11 items). A reliabil-
ity analysis was performed on the four sub-
scales: Cronbach’s coefficient alpha varied
between .74 and .84; Cronbach’s coefficient
alpha of the total scale was found to be .93.
These coefficients correspond with those found
in the instruments’ validation study done by the
authors of the questionnaire (Barriga et al.,
2001). In four different samples, alphas of the
whole scale were found between .92 and .96;
alphas of the four subscales ranged between .71
and .89. The HIT also contains an Anomalous
Responding Scale of 8 items and seven Posi-
tive Fillers, which serve to counterbalance the
negative content of the distortion items.
Responses to the items on this questionnaire
are given on a 6-point Likert scale varying
from totally disagree to totally agree.

Second, two questions of the School bully-
ing and social exclusion questionnaire (Defen-
sor del Pueblo [Spanish Ombudsman], 2000)
that was originally used in a Spanish national
wide survey were employed. These questions
were used to measure peer victimization inci-
dence in the classroom on the one hand, and to
obtain information on students’ perceptions of
their peers’ interventions in bullying/social
exclusion situations on the other. The first
question, Have you observed other peers in
your class being victimized over the last 3
months?, was split up in questions on thirteen
types of aggression (insulting, ignoring etc.).
Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was found to be
.83 in the reliability analysis. To answer the
second question, How do your classmates
react to victimization situations in your class?,
respondents had to indicate how many students
(choosing between None, Some or Many stu-
dents) they believed responded to victimiza-

tion situations with respect to nine alternatives,
as for example “They join the bully/bullies”
(Cronbach’s alpha = .64).

A third questionnaire, the Classroom Cli-
mate Scale, which was created by the authors
of this article, involves 19 items on a Likert
scale from 1 to 6. Out of the four subscales that
the original scale contains, we used two for the
purpose of this study. Wellbeing/Security
(e.g., “I can trust my classmates”) encloses six
items of which three are negative statements
that are reverse-scored. In a reliability analy-
sis, Cronbach’s coefficient alpha was found to
be .61. Group Cohesion (e.g., “In this class
there are groups that do not mix”) has seven
items (Cronbach’s alpha = .59). Of this sub-
scale, four items are positively stated and three
negatively; the latter ones are reverse-scored.
Reliability of the two subscales together was
.70 (Cronbach’s alpha).

The individual interview included two
questions that referred to the evaluation of
their participation in the EQUIP program for
use in the present study: “Did you learn any-
thing from the program?”, “Which part did you
find most useful and which part least?”

Procedure

One of the female researchers, who had pre-
viously received a training in EQUIP from an
expert, taught the program in both schools; the
first author also participated in training the stu-
dents in the second school. Both groups
worked on the program for six months. The 29
units of which the program is composed, were
carried out during 36 classes of 50 minutes.
The three components were taught in sequence.
The first module of Anger management and
Thinking error correction was implemented in
16 classes; the second module of Social skills
in 10 sessions and the third component, Social
decision making, was carried out in § sessions.
On the first day of the training, students in the
experimental groups completed the question-
naires used for evaluation purposes; so they did
on the last day of the training. The control
groups completed the questionnaire during the
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same week, before and after the training, as
when the experimental groups filled in theirs.
Students of the two experimental groups in
both schools were also interviewed after finish-
ing the program to obtain their perceptions on
the effectiveness of the program. These inter-
views were performed by the three researchers,
who have a large experience in interviewing
children and adolescents. The program in the
schools was supported by a teacher in the first
school and by the school counselor in the sec-
ond. Both of them assisted to most of the ses-
sions of the program.

RESULTS

EQUIP for Educators Training

The implementation of the EQUIP training
in the experimental group in the second school
was completed without problems. Students’
participation was considered satisfactory by
the adults carrying out the program. Among
them was the school counselor, who helped to
introduce the program in the school, and
obtained support for it from senior managers
and teachers directly involved with the group.
She also maintained positive relations with
these students and motivated them to do their
best during the training, reminding them how
useful the program could turn out for them.
However, completion of the program in the
first school was considered difficult. The
teacher was not successful in motivating the
group and did not receive any help or (explicit)
approval from other educators. During the
school year, some serious conflicts occurred
between the students but also between the
group and several teachers, which as a conse-
quence provoked very little interest in activi-
ties that were proposed by these educators. As
a consequence, participation in the program
was unsatisfactory in many sessions.

Thinking Errors

Means of thinking errors, obtained with the
How I Think questionnaire (HIT; Barriga et

al., 2001), were calculated for each of the par-
ticipating groups, experimental and control,
before and after the intervention (see Table 1
and Figure 2). Anomalous Responding (AR)
scores were also calculated before and after the
training. After the intervention, 12% of the
respondents obtained a score of 4.25 or more.
Before the intervention, even 27,4% scored
above 4.25. About the same high percentage of
high AR scoring subjects were reported by
Van der Velden, Brugman, Boom, and Koops
(2010) in their large scale study on secondary
school students in the Netherlands. This high
percentage contrasts with the low percentage
(5%) that Barriga et al. report in their study on
the reliability and validity of the HIT. Still, we
removed these subjects scoring high on social
desirability from the samples to perform our
analyses, as Barriga et al. suggest to do in the
HIT manual. In all participating groups, the
proportion of subjects removed was similar.

From the ANOVA test a significant HIT x
School x Group interaction emerged (F(1,46)
=6.11, p < .05, eta = .117). To examine this
interaction, two different ANOVAs were con-
ducted, one for each school. No predictions
were made about differences between the two
schools, so no further analysis was performed
in that direction. In the second school, the
interaction HIT x Group was found significant
(F(1,22) = 11.44, p <.01) but did not come up
as significant in the first school. Follow-up
univariate  ANOVAs to investigate simple
effects of the interaction in the second school
were conducted and showed significant differ-
ences between pre- and posttest of the HIT in
both the experimental and the control groups.
However, these differences were found in dif-
ferent directions. The class who received the
EQUIP training in the second school showed
significantly /ess thinking errors after the inter-
vention (F(1,8) = 9.78, p < .05). On the con-
trary, the control class seemed to demonstrate
an increased number of thinking errors at this
second measuring moment, although the dif-
ference is not statistically significant (F(1, 14)
=2.98, p=.10).
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In the experimental group of the second
school, a decrease between 15-27% with
respect to the initial number of each of the four
thinking errors was found. The reduction of
Blaming others (£(1,8) = 8.60, p < .05) and
Minimizing/Mislabeling (F(1,8) = 11.58, p <
.01) emerged as statistically significant. The
number of thinking errors that were labeled as
Self-centered also diminished, though not sig-
nificantly (F(1,8) = 4.00, p = .08). This was
also the case of Assuming the worst (F(1,8) =
3.23, p = .11), possibly because of the low
number of subjects in the sample involved in
the analyses.

Peer Victimization in the Class

The original data with respect to the obser-
vation of peer victimization situations in the
class over the last three months in terms of fre-
quency—never, sometimes and always—,
were transformed into two categories: occur-
ring or not occurring, for each type of bullying
or exclusion. In Table 2 incidence of these 12
types of victimization are shown for experi-
mental and control groups in both schools. We
did not run statistical tests on the data because
of the low number of participants in this
group, which made the testing unreliable.
However, we did try to make comparisons
between groups and measuring times, which
then of course should be interpreted with
caution.

Journal of Research in Character Education Vol. 8, No. 1, 2010

As can be observed in Table 2, in the exper-
imental group of School 2, six types of victim-
ization were observed by fewer students after
the intervention (the numbers are painted in
grey), while four other types were observed by
more students. Proportions of observation of
one type did not differ between pre- and post-
test, and two types had never been seen by the
students, neither before nor after the training.
In the control group of School 2, three types of
bullying were observed by fewer students at
the second measuring moment, five aggressive
behaviors were observed by a higher amount,
and five by the same amount of students. It
seems then, that overall, a slight decrease in
the observation of victimization situations has
occurred in the experimental group. On the
other hand, perception of bullying and social
exclusion situations in the control group might
show a small increase. Additionally, it is worth
to observe that the percentages of the experi-
mental group are overall lower than those of
the control group, already before the interven-
tion, but even more pronounced after the train-
ing: nine aggression types had been observed
by less than 37% of the experimental group
versus four by less than 37% of the control
group. One type had been seen by 69% of the
experimental group versus five types between
67% and 86% of the control group.

The results for the groups in School 1 seem
to be quite different. In the experimental group,
12 out of the 13 types of bullying and social
exclusion were observed by more students after

TABLE 1
Means of Thinking Errors Obtained With the How I Think Questionnaire (Barriga et al., 2001) in
Each Control and Experimental Group Before and After the Intervention

Pretest Posttest
M SD M SD
School 1 Experimental group (n = 14%) 2,92 ,81 3,25 ,88
Control group (n = 12%) 2,58 ,bb 2,79 ,39
School 2 Experimental group (n = 9%*) 3,03 ,79 2,42 ,52
Control group (n =15%*) 2,54 73 2,83 ,62

*Excluded for high AR score: exp = 7 (missing values = 4); control = 4 (missing values = 9)
** Excluded for high AR score: exp = 6 (missing value =1); control = 7 (missing values = 3)
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FIGURE 2

Means of thinking errors in the experimental and control groups before and after the intervention.

TABLE 2
Observation of victimization situations between peers in the class by students in
the experimental and control groups before and after the intervention

School 1 School 2
Exp. Group Control Group Exp. Group Control Group
(n = 21%) (n =18%) (n = 14%%) (n = 21*%)

Pre (%) Post (%) Pre (%) Post (%) Pre(%) Post(%) Pre(%) Post (%)

Ignoring 62 86 72 94 57 36 81 67
Not allowing someone to join 38 71 67 94 7 21 48 57
in

Insulting 76 91 94 100 100 50 86 76
Calling nasty names 91 86 94 83 54 54 67 71
Talking behind someone’s back 76 91 83 89 85 69 86 86
Hiding things 43 100 100 94 29 50 71 76
Breaking things 52 62 50 72 7 36 19 33
Stealing things 62 76 78 78 36 29 26 47
Hitting 67 86 67 83 31 15 57 4
Obliging by means of threat 10 57 6 17 - - 10 14
Threatening to scare someone 48 71 30 47 36 21 19 19
Sexual harassment - 43 - 17 - 21 - 43
Threatening with weapons 5 48 - 17 - - 5 14

* Missing values School 1: exp =3, control = 7
** Missing values School 2: exp = 1, control = 4
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the intervention. No reduction of any victim-
ization type appeared. In the control group, an
increase was found in eight occasions, while
percentages remained similar for four victim-
ization situations and one reduction was found.
Hence, in School 1 a general increase of bully-
ing and social exclusion situations can be
observed in both control and experimental
groups. In addition, percentages are higher in
comparison with the experimental, but also
control group of School 2. Nine types of peer
maltreatment had been perceived by
71%—-100% of the students of the participating
groups in School 1.

Finally, it is worth to note that Sexual
harassment (including gestures, verbal com-
ments), which had not been observed by any of
the students at start, showed its appearance at
the second measuring moments in all groups.

Classmates’ behavior in victimization situ-
ations in the classroom is presented in Table 3.
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Also in relation to this aspect we transformed
the answers given on the questionnaire into
two categories: whether the behavior is
observed or not. Neither in this case did we
perform statistical tests for the same reason as
described before. When focusing first on the
experimental group in School 2, some changes
(only implying variations of 10% or more) can
be observed in students’ perceptions of their
peers’ behavior after the intervention in com-
parison to their observations before the train-
ing. It seems that fewer people saw their
classmates rejecting the bully/bullies as a con-
sequence of their behavior, and more students
observed their peers cheering the bully/bullies
on. On the other hand, apparently more stu-
dents talked to their classmates about doing
something to stop the victimization or spoke to
the victim. So in this group, more support for
the bullies is identified by these adolescents, as
well as more support for the victim, either talk-

TABLE 3
Perception of Classmates’ Reactions to Victimization Situations in the Class Before and After the Intervention

School 1

School 2

Exp. Group
(n = 22%)

Control Group

Exp. Group
(n = 14%%)

Control Group

(n = 22%) (n = 22%%)

What do your classmates do in a
victimization situation in your class?

They... Pre (%) Post (%) Pre (%) Post (%) Pre(%) Post(%) Pre(%) Post(%)
don’t care about it 86 91 100 100 93 86 100 82
do nothing but declare later they 77 86 82 84 87 93 91 82
should do something
talk to the victim 82 82 77 68 60 71 96 96
talk to their classmates about 73 82 64 68 67 79 100 82
doing
something about it
reject the bully/bullies 55 68 50 58 73 36 68 68
cheer the bully/bullies on 86 100 86 100 80 100 73 77
join the bullies 64 82 82 79 53 50 68 64
try to stop it (separate them or tell 73 86 68 74 87 79 86 91
them to stop)
tell a teacher 18 46 77 47 47 43 68 59

* Missing values School 1: exp = 2, control = 3
** Missing values School 2: exp = 1, control = 3
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ing to him/her or with their classmates. In the
control group of School 2, fewer students saw
others not caring about the victimization. At
the same time however, fewer students saw
their classmates talking to others in order to do
something about the situation. In the experi-
mental class of School 1, more students
seemed to observe a direct support to the bul-
lies, either joining them or cheering them on.
However, the proportion of students who saw
others rejecting the bully/bullies, intervening
directly in the situation, or telling a teacher
also increased. Results of the control class of
School 1 also show more students observing
classmates who cheer the bully/bullies on, just
as in the two experimental groups. On the
other hand, a reduced number of these adoles-
cents observed peers talking to the teacher
about the victimization. In summary, more
changes were found in the experimental than
in the control groups. When examining these
variations a paradox comes up, as both an
increased support for the victim as for the bully
or bullies was observed by the students.

Classroom Climate

Means were calculated corresponding to the

71

Group Cohesion of the Classroom Climate
Scale for all control and experimental groups.
From the two ANOVA tests that were per-
formed, a significant interaction Group Cohe-
sion x School X Group interaction emerged
(F(1,65) = 4.35, p < .05). To examine this
interaction, two different ANOVAs were con-
ducted, one for each school. A significant
interaction of Group Cohesion x School was
found in the second school (F(1,32)=6.26, p <
.05) but not in the first school. Follow-up uni-
variate ANOVAs to investigate simple effects
of this interaction were conducted and showed
only significant differences in relation to
Group Cohesion between pre- and posttest in
the experimental group (F(1,12) = 4.78, p <
.05). In Table 4 means of the control and the
experimental groups for both components of
Wellbeing/Security and Group Cohesion are
presented. Hence, students in the experimental
group in School 2 indicated no changes in their
sense of wellbeing and feelings of security in
the classroom after the training. However,
their view of group cohesion did alter: the class
was perceived as less united than before the
intervention. The other groups did not show
any changes in their perception of classroom

two components Wellbeing/Security and wellbeing or safety and group cohesion.
TABLE 4
Means of control and experimental groups on the components of Wellbeing/Security and
Group Cohesion of the Classroom Climate Scale before and after the intervention
Pretest Posttest
Wellbeing/Security M SD M SD
School 1  Experimental group (n = 19%) 3,84 ,84 3,47 75
Control group (n = 16%) 3,77 ,95 3,55 ,95
School 2 Experimental group (n = 13%) 4,08 ,88 3,98 ,64
Control group (n = 21%) 4,23 ,64 4,23 1,07
Group Cohesion

School 1  Experimental group (n = 19%) 3,97 ,68 3,75 )71
Control group (n = 16%) 3,71 ,83 3,50 ,83
School 2 Experimental group (n = 13%) 4,33 ,68 3,70 ,84
Control group (n =2 1%) 3,77 75 4,10 ,82

* Missing values School 1: exp = 5, control = 9; School 2: exp = 2; control = 4
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Qualitative Evaluation of the Program
by the Students

From the interviews we obtained anecdotal
information on students’ perceptions of the
effectiveness of the program, which we pres-
ent here. A structural analysis on the answers
was not performed. Instead, we were interested
in the nature of that perception of effective-
ness: how does it affect them and in which
context?

Some of the students explained how they
used what they had learned in their family
environment:

Maria (15; 3): “When I have an argument with my
parents, I think a lot about the thinking er-
rors and how I can control myself and so
on. In which way do you think about think-
ing errors? When I do something I say ‘let’s
see what happened, perhaps it was also my
fault.”

Others spoke in general terms (without refer-
ring to a particular context):

Sergio (16; 3): “We’ve been taught to think ... to
face problems ... now I feel more secure
about my decisions. What do you mean by
‘more secure’? For example, before I would
have said something, and I would have re-
gretted it, but now I don’t regret anymore

. ‘cause you’ve helped me to think, and
now I think about how to answer in ad-
vance.”

Others talk about the effects in the class itself:

Tamara (16; 7): [Which parts did you find useful?]
“The dilemma in which a classmate was
bullied, because we had a person like that in
our classroom, so you think about it, you re-
alize (...) To respect your classmates, I also
respected them before, you know, but you
didn’t put yourself in the other one’s shoes,
rather you would move away, and now that
you are aware you think the next time it
happens you should protect him.”

Angela (15; 5): “The thinking errors have been use-
ful for all of us because we all have real-
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ized, for instance, when suddenly we lose
control, then we say “I’ve had a thinking er-
ror”’, we’ve done that so very often. Raquel
uses it quite a lot. When someone says
something or whatever, Raquel says ‘ah!
you’re minimizing the problem’, or ‘you’re
self-centered’, so you can be aware of how
you are. I think it’s been quite useful to us.”

These last comments seem to show positive
effects on the whole group and its climate. In
this group, Angela and Raquel are able and
feel free to talk about and label classmates’
mistakes. Tamara’s comments might suggest
that working on a specific peer victimization
dilemma using earlier taught skills of the
EQUIP program could show students how to
handle such a negative situation inside the peer

group.

Discussion

For the present study we made EQUIP for
Educators program usable (DiBiase et al.,
2005; DiBiase et al., 2010) for the Spanish
school context and piloted it in two groups of
adolescents in two schools of mainstream sec-
ondary education. Our goal was to reduce cog-
nitive distortions in these young people and to
study its effects on peer victimization inci-
dence and classroom climate in terms of stu-
dents’ wellbeing, security and group’s
cohesion. Though interpretation of the results
of this study should be done with caution
because of the relatively small sample size, we
found EQUIP to be successful in one of the
two collaborating schools as far as cognitive
distortions are concerned. In the other school,
the group of students that participated in the
EQUIP training did not improve their abilities
of thinking error correction.

A possible explanation might be found in
the particular settings in which the training
was carried out. Related to the classroom, two
observations can be made. First, the person
involved in the training of both groups per-
ceived it as more difficult to carry out the
activities proposed by the EQUIP program
with the group of 25 students than with the
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group of 15. Consequently, group size might
affect the running of the program and its
results. A second classroom issue to bear in
mind is the nature of the relationship between
the students and the teacher or school coun-
selor present during the EQUIP sessions. In the
group where the training did not function well,
several conflicts occurring throughout the
school year deteriorated the relationship
between the teacher and the students. This
teacher did not receive much help from other
educators to improve that relationship. Both
aspects could result in differences linked to
students’ motivation, much more evident in
the relatively smaller group where the stu-
dents-teacher relationship was a positive one.

A third reason more linked to whole school
factors could be added, concerning the support
for the program from the whole school. In the
school where the EQUIP training worked out
well, the trainers and the school counselor,
who was directly involved with the implemen-
tation, received support from teachers and
school staff, while the other school might be
perceived as not supportive, as they did not
show any interest in the program, or enable to
extend it to other people, spaces and time
moments in the school. This school has not
offered the EQUIP program to other classes
afterwards, while the second school still con-
tinues with its application, having other teach-
ers and students involved in it.This finding
points at the need to know more about other
characteristics of the school related to the
social climate and the relevance of this kind of
programs within the educational plan of the
school. These school culture elements can
influence the attitudes towards intervention
programs addressed to improve interpersonal
relations and moral reasoning, and conse-
quently the results of such interventions (Mar-
tin, Fernandez, Andrés, del Barrio, & Echeita,
2003; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby, 2004).

On the other hand, it can be said that no
improvement was observed in the two control
groups; it even seems that students of one of
these groups increased their cognitive distor-
tions. Therefore, no spontaneous progress

could be perceived over a 7-month period in
students between the ages of 14 and 16.

Although the data on the incidence of peer
bullying and social exclusion should be inter-
preted with caution, a first analysis does not
indicate an overall reduction of the observation
of victimization situations in the classroom.
However, in the group who showed better
thinking error correction after the intervention,
a reduction was found of the observation of six
bullying and social exclusion types. This kind
of reduction was not found in the other three
groups. In addition, it can be said that those
types that were observed by a larger proportion
of students after the intervention: hiding
things, breaking things, not allowing someone
to join in and sexual harassment refer to types
that might be more difficult to recognize as
victimization, as they are not done in a direct
(as for example insulting or hitting) but indi-
rect way to the or person or carried out in more
subtle ways (e.g., verbal sexual harassment).
An increased consciousness of the variety of
victimization situations might account for this
finding, that is, certain events are now identi-
fied as bullying.

Taking into consideration the complete
sample of participants, it might be concluded
that in general an increase of the proportion of
students observing peer maltreatment has been
found. This does not refer directly to a higher
incidence of peer victimization in the schools
but to the increase of students who observe
victimization situations. Hence, it might be
interpreted as an increased awareness of stu-
dents in relation to bullying and social exclu-
sion events. In comparing the 1999 and 2006
Spanish national-wide surveys on peer mal-
treatment incidence in secondary schools
(Defensor del Pueblo-UNICEF, 2007; Del
Barrio, Martin, Montero et al., 2008), an
increase was also found in the observation of
various victimization situations, while inci-
dence of several types reported by both victims
and aggressors had decreased after seven
years. This might be explained by the fact that
there has been a lot of interest in the phenome-
non during the last decade. More information
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can be found in the news, internet but also in
the schools themselves. Intervention programs
and methods have found their way into
schools. Other researchers confirm the shift to
an improved perception of behavior that stu-
dents have of themselves, their classmates and
teachers, when actions against victimization
are undertaken in schools (Del Barrio, Martin,
Montero et al., 2008; Smith, Pepler, & Rigby,
2004).

In addition, the decrease of observations
that was found of the behaviors insulting and
ignoring in both the experimental and control
group in the second school, and also of threat-
ening to scare someone in the group that
received the EQUIP training match with find-
ings of the Spanish national-wide study. Over
the 7 years that passed between the two sur-
veys, observers, victims and bullies reported
less insulting, while victims and bullies also
indicated less ignoring and threatening.

Results on the nature of bystanders’ reac-
tions to peer victimization seem to show a par-
adox. Apparently, from the group of the
students who improved their ability to correct
erroneous reasoning a higher proportion
observed their classmates supporting the bul-
lies in their antisocial behavior, or did not
reject them afterwards. On the other side, more
students also observed their peers talking to
the victim or other classmates in order to sup-
port that person. Also in the other experimental
group contradictive changes appeared. How-
ever, again it could be hypothesized that it
shows students’ increased awareness of what
really happens in these situations. For exam-
ple, these adolescents might have become
aware that they are actually being supportive
to that classmate who is showing victimizing
behavior, for example, when they laugh about
it. They might also think that after a bullying
event, they do not really reject the bully, since
s/he’s still their classmate. They might want to
say something about it, but not fully reject
him/her. Talking to other classmates and to the
victim about what is happening does also
imply an increased sensitiveness.
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After the training, students did not report to
feel better and more secure in the classroom.
Naturally, various factors can influence the
level of wellbeing of individual students in the
class. Friendship structures, daily conflicts and
the solution of these conflicts are just some of
these factors. The improvement of the abilities
to correct cognitive distortions of the group on
a whole neither seems to be accompanied by
more group cohesion. On the contrary, level of
group cohesion diminished over the course of
the intervention. It could be interpreted that
group cohesion is not related to increased abil-
ities for the correction of cognitive distortions
and moral behavior in a linear way. A higher
sense of union does not directly produce more
pro-social behavior or impede antisocial
actions. These results could point at students’
higher level of individuation caused by the
awareness of the differences between one and
another, and the lack of a true cohesion evi-
denced by the fact that they often do not help
others when experiencing peer victimization.
This improved ability of diagnosis of what is
going on can be related to changes in the
group’s dynamics, i.e. a higher awareness of
differences between them can help the students
to individuation processes necessary for their
development (Blasi & Glodis, 1995). Adoles-
cents who do not agree with what is going on
in the classroom (e.g., victimization, which
might be caused by their improved moral rea-
soning), feel the need to separate from the oth-
ers. Students can have become conscious of
being different from their classmates in many
aspects, including their attitudes to relation-
ships and in particular victimization. This
increased individuation affects the group’s
sense of union negatively. This probably
explains why the students do not increase their
level of feeling of wellbeing and security
among their classmates, even after a whole
school year of reasoning about mutual under-
standing.

In this study we proposed EQUIP for Edu-
cators as a potential program for tackling peer
bullying and social exclusion in secondary
school. Although some support might be found
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for the idea of increased awareness in the stu-
dents, no results came up that really confirm
changes in victimization behavior. Only a
reduction of the observation of some types of
peer maltreatment in the group of students who
improved their ability of cognitive distortion
correction seems to point in that direction.
Therefore, new studies are needed, with differ-
ent methodologies as observation or measures
as self-report on the frequency of being bullied
or socially excluded, and including larger sam-
ples. Also more qualitative data obtained with
interviews, and an effective analysis of these
data could shed more light on students’ per-
ceptions of the dynamics in their group before,
during and after the program and of changes of
their own and their classmates’ behavior. In
that way we would be better able to find out if
EQUIP for Educators can really be useful for
the prevention of such a serious problem as
peer victimization that affects children and
adolescents in their daily school life.

NOTE

1. Names that are used in this document are not stu-
dents’ real names.
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