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Abstract

In recent years, bullying and victimization in schools have garnered significant
attention from the public, media, educators, school administrators, researchers,
therapists, and legislators. The goal of the current study was to investigate the
variables that predict student victimization at both the school and student levels.
The research population included all Iranian fourth-grade students, teachers, and
principals during the 2020-2021 school year. According to the PIRLS 2021
study, the entire sample size in Iran consisted of 1, 348, 842 pupils and 43, 697
schools. From this population, a study sample of 6, 262 pupils and their parents
from 218 schools—along with 218 teachers and principals—was selected. A
stratified two-stage cluster sampling design was used by PIRLS. Multilevel
analysis results indicated that socioeconomic status had a strong positive
association with victimization, whereas reading self-concept and digital self-
efficacy had a substantial negative association at the student level. Bullying
victimization was more common among girls than among boys. At the school
level, victimization was significantly negatively correlated with school safety
and discipline, emphasis on academic success, and the school's location.
Conversely, victimization was significantly positively correlated with class size
and inadequate educational resources. While student-level predictors explained
13% of the variance in victimization at the student level, school-level predictors
accounted for 43% of the variance at the school level.
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Introduction

This study utilizes the most recent ecological framework by
Bronfenbrenner, as expanded by Espelage and Swearer (2010), to
investigate the effects of factors related to victimization at both the
individual and school levels. Research on aggressive behaviors,
including school bullying, should be a top priority in educational
programs due to the immediate and long-term effects bullying has on
emotional, cognitive, psychological, and physical well-being. Bullying
is an extremely harmful and detrimental behavior and represents one of
the main problems in schools worldwide.

Data from the fourth-grade students in the PIRLS 2021 assessment
served as the basis for the analysis. Determining the causes of student
victimization has always been one of the main focuses of educational
research. Using a multilevel model, this study attempted to thoroughly
investigate the variables influencing student victimization. At the
individual level, variables such as gender, socioeconomic status,
reading self-concept, and digital self-efficacy were taken into account.
At the school and contextual level, factors such as school discipline and
safety, class size, school resources, neighborhood characteristics, and
emphasis on academic achievement were examined.

Research Questions:
This study aims to address the following research questions:

1. Do mean levels of student victimization differ significantly
across schools?

2. Can student-level  characteristics—such as  gender,
socioeconomic status, reading self-concept, and digital self-efficacy—
predict student victimization?

3. Can school-level characteristics—such as class size, principal’s
emphasis on academic achievement, school safety and discipline,
school community, and school resources—predict student
victimization?

4. How much variance in student victimization can be explained
by student-level and school-level predictors, respectively?

Literature Review

This section provides a brief overview of the literature. One of the
most frequently discussed variables in bullying research is gender.
Studies have shown that girls are more likely to engage in relational or
indirect bullying, such as spreading rumors, whereas boys are more
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likely to experience direct forms of bullying, such as physical
aggression (e.g., hitting or kicking). However, recent research has
revealed that gender may not be a perfect predictor of bullying
victimization, as bullying can manifest in various forms for both boys
and girls depending on the context.

Another important predictor of bullying victimization is
socioeconomic status (SES). SES can impact students' social skills,
confidence, and coping mechanisms, contributing to their vulnerability
to bullying. Children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are
frequently more likely to be bullied due to stressors such as financial
difficulties or lack of access to educational resources. Reading self-
concept, which reflects how students perceive their reading abilities, is
also associated with bullying victimization; students with low reading
self-concept may feel more isolated or insecure, thereby increasing their
vulnerability. Similarly, digital self-efficacy—the ability to use digital
technologies effectively—influences cyberbullying experiences.
Students with lower digital self-efficacy may be more vulnerable to
online bullying, as they may struggle to defend themselves or report
such incidents.

From the standpoint of the school, a number of environmental
factors are relevant. One such factor is class size, as larger classes may
make it more difficult for teachers to monitor student conduct and
intervene when bullying occurs. Conversely, smaller class sizes may
allow for more personalized supervision and improved student-teacher
interactions, which could reduce the likelihood of bullying. Bullying
victimization is also influenced by the school neighborhood, which is
characterized by its socioeconomic status, safety, and sense of
community.

Bullying may be more common in schools located in
underprivileged or high-risk areas due to social tensions and other
contextual pressures that affect the school environment. Victimization
may also result from an intense focus on academic success, particularly
when it takes precedence over students’ social and emotional well-
being. Overemphasizing academic achievement may unintentionally
create conditions in which students feel anxious or isolated, thereby
increasing their susceptibility to bullying. Finally, the importance of
maintaining order and safety in schools cannot be overstated. Bullying
is less likely to occur in schools that prioritize discipline, establish clear
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behavioral guidelines, and foster a safe and supportive environment
where students feel protected.

Methodology

A quantitative methodology based on multilevel modeling was used in
this investigation. Using PIRLS 2021 data, multilevel modeling was
employed to analyze the data without any intervention. The study's
statistical population consisted of all fourth-grade students, teachers,
and principals in Iranian schools during the 2020-2021 academic year.
According to the PIRLS 2021 study, the initial sample size for Iran
comprised 1, 348, 842 pupils and 43, 697 schools.

The study sample consisted of 6, 262 pupils and their parents from
218 schools, which included 218 principals and teachers. A two-stage
cluster sampling technique was used for PIRLS sampling: schools were
selected first, and then one or more classes were chosen from each
school. Data pertaining to Iran were obtained from the international
PIRLS database and extracted using student, teacher, principal, and
parent questionnaires to investigate the influence of multilevel variables
on student victimization. Given the hierarchical structure of the data,
the IEA IDB Analyzer was used for data merging, SPSS for preliminary
analysis, and R’s Ilme4 package and lmer function for multilevel
regression modeling (Finch et al., 2019).

Conclusion

Both individual and school-level factors were found to impact student
victimization. At the student level, socioeconomic status was
significantly positively correlated with victimization, whereas reading
self-concept and digital self-efficacy were significantly negatively
correlated. Victimization was more common among girls than among
boys. At the school level, victimization was significantly positively
correlated with class size and inadequate facilities, and significantly
negatively correlated with school discipline and safety, emphasis on
academic success, and school location. Student-level predictors
accounted for 13% of the variance in victimization, while school-level
predictors explained 43%.
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