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Abstract

Students with disabilities are at a higher risk of victimization compared 
to their peers without disabilities, yet limited research has explored how 
general education teachers address this in inclusive classrooms. This study 
used an explanatory sequential mixed methods design to investigate 
teachers’ strategy use and disability category, views on social exclusion, 
the relationship between strategy type and bullying type, and the role of 
bullying definition completeness as a moderator. A total of 114 teachers 
completed the survey, and six participated in follow-up interviews. Results 
indicated that participants were less likely to use individual level strate-
gies. Completeness of bullying definition moderated the relationship be-
tween years of experience and strategy use. Common themes included 
varied reasons for bullying, lack of support, and a tendency to overlook 
social exclusion. Implications include improved training and additional 
support to address the bullying of students with disabilities.
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Preventing Bullying of Students with 
Disabilities: Teachers’ Definitions of 
Bullying and Use of Anti-bullying 
Strategies

	 Students with disabilities are more 
likely to be bullied than students with-
out disabilities (Hartley et al., 2015). 
Bullying or victimization is defined as 
repeated exposure to negative actions 
from one or more students, typically 
when there is an imbalance of power 
between individuals or groups (Olweus, 
1993). The prevalence rate of bullying 
among elementary students with dis-
abilities is 24.5% (Blake et al., 2012). 
Over time, students with disabilities 
experience higher rates of bullying com-
pared to their peers without bullying 
(Rose et al., 2016). School must foster a 
sense of belonging and inclusion, espe-
cially for marginalized groups such as 
students with disabilities. Bullying can 
hinder a student’s ability to learn, mak-
ing it essential to establish a positive 
school climate. A positive school cli-
mate is important in preventing bullying 
and encouraging students seeking help 
when bullied (Thapa et al., 2013). This 
article addresses the sociopolitical tur-
moil that may be associated with recog-
nizing the victimization of students with 
disabilities in school settings. At a time 
when support structures for students 
with disabilities are being re-evaluated, 
the importance of preparing all teachers 
to foster safe and inclusive classroom 
environments is greater than ever.

Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA)

	 The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) is essential in ad-
vancing inclusive education by ensuring 
students with disabilities receive appro-
priate services and are educated along-
side their peers. IDEA (2004) emphasiz-
es students with disabilities should have 
meaningful access to the general edu-
cation classroom to the greatest extent 
possible. This inclusive approach helps 
create a diverse, equitable, and support-
ive learning environment for all students. 
Teachers play a pivotal role in fostering 
inclusive learning environments (Shogren 
et al., 2015), underscoring the impor-
tance of enhanced training and resources 
to realize the inclusive vision set forth by 
IDEA. 

Teacher Role 

	 Teachers are essential in creating 
inclusive environments and foster the 
webs of care that their students need 
when they come to school. When asked 
to define bullying, teachers were more 
likely to include verbal and physical bul-
lying but often omit social exclusion, 
intention, power imbalance, or repeti-
tion—elements recognized in the litera-
ture as key components of bullying (Nay-
lor et al., 2006). This may lead to missed 
opportunities for intervention. A teacher’s 
likelihood intervening in a bullying situation
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is based on their confidence in resolving 
the issue, their perception in the seri-
ousness of the bullying, and their level 
of empathy toward the victim (Yoon, 
2004). Teachers with more than 25 
years of teaching experience were more 
likely to work with both bullies and 
victims compared to teachers with less 
than six years of experience (Burger et 
al., 2015). Approaches to addressing 
bullying included fostering self-esteem, 
providing choice making, and facilitat-
ing a meeting to address the bullying. 
Creating a web of endurance among 
teachers and students is critical in 
changing the academic and social land-
scape of education for students with 
disabilities. 

Bullying of students with disabilities

Students with disabilities who have ex-
perienced a prior bullying incident are 
more likely to be bullied in the future 
(Blake et al., 2012). Factors that contrib-
ute to bullying of students with disabil-
ities may include a lack of age appro-
priate social skills, dependence on adult 
for assistance, and educational place-
ment (Rose et al., 2011). Teachers create 
opportunities for interaction between 
students with and without disabilities 
and teachers need to be cognizant of 
potential exclusion based on groupings 
(Lindsay & McPherson, 2012). Addition-
ally, teachers can provide structured 
social opportunities for students with

with disabilities to learn and practice so-
cial skills (Rose & Monda-Amaya, 2012). 

Multi-level Supports

	 Anti-bullying strategies should in-
clude a multi-tiered approach to address 
the diverse needs of students (The Acad-
emies, 2016). The School-wide Positive 
Behavior Support (SWPBS) framework in-
volves posting consistent rules and creat-
ing a positive school environment (Good 
et al., 2011). By implementing SWPBS 
alongside a bullying prevention program, 
a middle school observed a 41% decrease 
in office discipline referrals for bullying 
(Good et al., 2011). The National Acade-
mies of Sciences, Engineering, and Med-
icine (The Academies) defines the uni-
versal level of SWPBS as one in which all 
teachers conduct social-emotional lessons 
and teach behavioral expectations, while 
counselors model how to respond to bul-
lying. SWPBS is effective because bully-
ing often occurs outside of the classroom 
(Ofe et al., 2016), particularly in unstruc-
tured environments such as playground 
and restroom (Shogren et al., 2015).

	 Classroom strategies include lessons 
on communication, empathy, and how 
to identify and respond to bullying. One 
curriculum in use is Second Step: Student 
Success Through Prevention, which teach-
es skills such as communication, empathy, 
emotion and regulation, and problem solv-
ing (Espelage et al., 2015). 
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Methods
	
The study was completed in two phases 
(see Figure 1) and the benefits include 
quantitative analysis followed by further 
probing the results in the qualitative 
data (Ivankova et al., 2015). 

	 The individual level consists of 
intervention for victims and their par-
ents (Cecil & Molnar-Main, 2015). School 
psychologists reported using individual 
counseling to address bullying (Sherer 
& Nickerson, 2010). Specific individual 
strategies included in the Handling Bul-
lying Questionnaire involved telling the 
bully to “cut it out,” talking to counselors 
and parents, and discussing the matter 
with colleagues (Bauman et al., 2008). 

	

	

	 Multi-level strategies promote so-
cial justice for students with disabilities 
by providing access to both academic 
and social inclusion with school com-
munities. However, there is a paucity of 
research on how teachers address the 
bullying of students with disabilities in 
inclusive elementary classrooms. An ex-
planatory sequential mixed methods de-
sign was used in the study. It began with 
collection and analysis of quantitative 
data, which then informed the qualitative 
phase (Creswell, 2014), addressing the 
following research questions:

(1a): How do strategies used by 
general education teachers to ad-
dress bullying of students with 
disabilities differ by disability cate-
gory?

(1b): What are teachers’ views on 
the different types of bullying, 
specifically social exclusion?

(2a): When teachers address the 
bullying of students with disabilities, 
what is the relationship between the 
type of bullying (direct and indirect) 
and strategy type (school, class, 
and individual), while controlling for 
demographic information?

(2b): How does a teacher’s defi-
nition of bullying moderate the 
relationship between the years of 
teaching experience and individu-
al level strategies used for indirect 
bullying?
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Participants

	 The participants in the survey in-
cluded 114 general education teachers, 
with 86.8% identifying as female, mostly 
from across California. The race/ethnic-
ity breakdown of the sample was 55.4% 
White, 14.9% Hispanic/Latino, 11.4% 
Asian, 3.5% Black or African American, 
8.8% biracial/multiracial, and 1.8% Na-
tive Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Teach-
ers had varying years of teaching ex-
perience (M = 13.7; SD = 8.5) (see Table 
1). The sample comprised 55.3% third 
grade teachers, 0.9% third and fourth 
grade combination teachers, 20.2% 
fourth grade teachers, 2.6% fourth and 
fifth grade combination teachers, and 
20.2% fifth grade teachers. Participants’ 
ages ranged from 23 to 67 years (M 
= 40.9; SD = 10.1). Most participants 
(94.7%) worked at public schools. Nine-
ty three percent of teachers indicated 
they have SWPBS as a resource at their 
school.

	 Out of the sample of 114 partic-
ipants, six completed individual in-
terviews. Interview selection was de-
termined by the convenience of the 
location and the participant’s grade 
level. The interviewed teachers included 
4 female teachers and 2 male teach-
ers from 3 different school districts in 
Southern California. There were 4 third 
grade teachers, 1 fourth grade teacher, 
and 1 fourth and fifth grade combination 
class teacher. 

Procedure

	 Recruitment involved meeting with 
principals at public elementary schools in 
Southern California, using snowball sam-
pling, and contacting teachers through 
publicly available email addresses. Inter-
views were conducted one on one until 
saturation was reached. 

Measures

	 The completeness of teachers’ bul-
lying definitions was coded based on 
the bullying definition by The Academies 
(2016). Each teacher’s definition was cod-
ed and converted to a percentage. Partici-
pants rated ten strategies: change seating 
arrangement, refer to counselor, communi-
cate with parents, refer to school rules and 
expectations, teach lessons on what to do 
when you are bullied, ask the special edu-
cation teacher for support, refer to class-
room rules, handle it myself, refer to the 
administrative team, and teach communi-
cation and social skills to student(s) with 
IEP. They rated how often they used each 
strategy in the last 12 months

	 The survey also focuses on the ed-
ucational landscape between teacher and 
students when teachers observe bullying 
situations and the interactions among 
students with and without disabilities. 
Participants were asked if they observed 
bullying in the last 12 months. If they an-
swered yes, they were presented with six
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Cohen’s kappa of 0.61 to 0.80, indicat-
ing substantial agreement (Viera & Gar-
rett, 2005) with a second coder. 

Results

Strategies differ by disability category

	 Forty-nine participants indicat-
ed they observed a student without a 
disability bullying a student with a dis-
ability in the last 12 months. The partic-
ipants mainly selected bullying situa-
tions involving students with SLD (n = 
17). Other disabilities identified included 
Emotional Disturbance (n = 5), Speech 
and Language Impairment (n = 4) and 
Autism only (n = 2). Additionally, partic-
ipants indicated 18 students had more 
than one disability. Due to the limited 
number of disability categories, disabil-
ities were coded to 0 for SLD (n = 17) 
and 1 for non-SLD (n = 31).

	 Since participants described a limit-
ed number of strategies used in the bully-
ing situations, a Pearson chi-squared test 
was conducted to assess whether teach-
ers used different strategies (individual 
level strategies versus multiple strategies) 
based on whether a student had a SLD or 
non-SLD. The test indicated no statistical-
ly significant association between disabil-
ity and strategy X (1) = .24, p = .62. There 
were no differences between the types of 
strategies used and the type of disability. 
Cramer’s V was not significant at p < .05

answered yes, they were presented with 
six questions that asked them to de-
scribe a bullying.

	 The interview protocol used an eth-
nographic, semi-structured approach to 
understand group perspectives through 
in-depth interviews and observation 
(Creswell, 2014). The interview questions 
expanded on the survey results and in-
cluded questions for examples from their 
classroom. Teachers received a gift card 
for their participation in the interview. 

Data Analysis

	 Data were downloaded from Qual-
trics and transferred to IBM SPSS Sta-
tistics. The main analysis focused on the 
survey data using Pearson chi-squared 
test, ANCOVA, and moderation analy-
sis. Forty eight participants observed 
bullying within the last 12 months. Due 
to the limited number of disability cat-
egories listed by participants, disabil-
ities were coded as Specific Learning 
Disability, SLD (n = 17) and non-SLD (n 
= 31). For the qualitative component, 
the transcripts were coded on Dedoose. 
Descriptive coding was applied to create 
the codes (Miles et al., 2014) and a priori 
codes based on the literature. Ten codes 
were created in Dedoose, and thematic 
analysis was used to integrate the con-
tent and derive meaning in the codes 
(Bazeley, 2013). Inter-rater reliability was 
established through two tests with a
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which means there is no significant asso-
ciation between disability and strategy 
(see Table 2).

	 Participants did not report rela-
tional bullying in the bullying situation 
examples. However, the qualitative data 
revealed a theme consistent with past 
research: social exclusion is often sub-
tle, and participants tend to address it 
by talking to students (Yoon & Kerber, 
2003). Ms. Liu noted that social exclusion 
is easy to miss because “you wouldn’t see 
it outright like a fist fight or anything, a 
constant teasing, because they’ll be re-
ally subtle.” Participants also mentioned 
having a suspicion or a “Spidey sense” 
when observing students who may be 
conspiring or planning to bully. Mrs. Ben-
ny explained, “I’m going to keep an eye 
on it and I’m going to keep you close and 
I’m going to talk with you informally so I 
maybe get a better sense of what’s going 
on.”

	 The strategies participants used 
included asking students to allow others 
to join the group or identifying classroom 
champions—popular students who could 
take the lead in including the student who 
is left out. Ms. Liu said:

Participants would then praise the stu-
dents who acted as role models to en-
courage other students to include their 
peer.

Relationship between the type of bully-
ing and strategy type

	 A repeated measures analysis of 
covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted 
to examine the relationship between the 
type of strategy and type of bullying. 
Covariates included years of teaching 
experience, anti-bullying training support, 
and observation of bullying in the last 12 
months. Since the years of experience 
with students with disabilities variable 
was highly correlated with years of teach-
ing experience, the variable that included 
years of experience with students with 
disabilities was removed.

	 While controlling for years of 
teaching experience, training support, 
and whether bullying in the last 12 
months was observed, the interaction be-
tween type of bullying and type of strat-
egy was not significant F(1, 665) = .16, p 
= .86. The model without the interaction 
effect was tested. There was a significant 
association between type of strategy and 
frequency rating F(1, 665) = 7.56, p < .05

From the beginning, constantly just 
reinforcing the respect and the fact 
that you may not have to get along 
with everybody, but at least try to 
give respect to everybody … also 
when we do collaboration, try to 
get everybody to work together in

in some other situation that you 
would ideally would never see them 
[in]. I think, as teachers, we kinda 
make a choice of which kids we 
want to place where so they under-
stand the idea of collaboration.

Preventing Bullying of Students with Disabilities
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years of teaching experience and strategy 
level use, b = 0.046, 95% CI [0.018, 0.075], 
t = 3.26, p < .01. However, there was not a 
significant relationship between years of 
teaching experience and indirect bullying 
individual strategy level use when com-
pleteness of teacher bullying definition 
was at the mean or high (one standard 
deviation above the mean) (see Figure 2 
for interaction graph). Strategy use for 
participants with high completeness of 
their bullying definition were similar re-
gardless of their years of teaching experi-
ence. At approximately 20 years of teach-
ing experience, the frequency of strategy 
use is similar for participants with low and 
high completeness of bullying definition. 
Additionally, participants with less than 
five years of experience and low com-
pleteness definition were less likely to use 
strategies.

	 Similarly, the qualitative data 
showed themes that demonstrated how 
participants viewed bullying as multi-fac-
eted but did not have the resources to 
appropriately support students with dis-
abilities. The participants stated students 
with disabilities were more likely to be 
bullied based on their differences in abili-
ties. Ms. Liu said one of her students with 
RSP support 

“feels [she’s been bullied] 
because other students 
see her differently. She’s 
always just been the one.” 

but not between the type of bullying and 
frequency rating F(1, 665) = 1.63, p = .20. 
Subsequent tests were conducted using 
pairwise comparisons with a Bonferonni 
correction to determine how strategy lev-
el differed. The results showed that teach-
ers were 0.274 times more likely to use 
school level strategies on average com-
pared to individual strategies (p = 0.02). 
Likewise, teachers were 0.275 more likely 
to use class level strategies on average 
than individual strategies (p = 0.02). How-
ever, there was no significant difference in 
average use between classroom strategies 
and school level strategies (p = 1.00) (see 
Table 3).

Bullying definition moderates the rela-
tionship between years of experience 
and individual level strategies

	 To test the moderating variable of 
completeness of bullying definition, the 
two-way interaction with years of experi-
ence and completeness of bullying defi-
nition was tested. For the rating at the 
indirect bullying individual strategy level 
use, years of experience-by-complete-
ness-of-bullying interaction was signifi-
cant b = -0.002, 95% CI [-0.003, -0.001], t 
= -2.70, p < .01. The relationship between 
years of teaching experience and strategy 
use was moderated by completeness of 
bullying definition. PROCESS in SPSS cre-
ated conditional tables for the values of 
the moderator at the 16th, 50th, and 84th 
percentile. When completeness of teacher 
bullying definition is low (10%), there was 
a significant positive relationship between
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	 In addition, participants discussed 
the need for more training and support 
in bullying prevention, reinforcing the 
quantitative findings related to the com-
pleteness of bullying definition and years 
of teaching experience. Four participants 
stated that they had not received any 
additional training to effectively support 
students with disabilities beyond the one 
course required for their credential pro-
gram. The supports participants provided 
included students’ accommodations such 
as more opportunities for wait time and 
repetition. 

	 Participants discussed administra-
tive support by sending students to the 
office when bullying occurs but the types 
of support differed. Mr. Cooper added:

Nonetheless, participants said they would 
try to “handle” bullying situations be-
fore referring to administrators. Handling 
bullying in their classroom included us-
ing behavior contracts and talking to the 
students individually, in small groups, or 
whole groups when necessary.

Discussion

	 Teachers and administrators play a 
crucial role in creating a positive school 
climate that embraces the diversity, equi-
ty, and inclusion, particularly for students 
with disabilities. A community of care 
where people come together in webs of 
endurance is essential for students with 
disabilities. Bullying prevention is a fo-
cus on school reform (Cohen & Freiberg, 
2013), but it is also important to highlight 
the strategies teachers are using within 
their classrooms when bullying arises. 
Teachers tend to observe more behav-
ioral problems for students who engage 
in direct bullying compared to students 
engaged in relational bullying (Smith et 
al., 2012), which could explain why direct 
bullying is easier to address. In addition, 
teachers who receive training feel more 
confident addressing bullying (James et 
al., 2006). The completeness of bullying 
definition and years of teaching experi-
ence played a role in addressing indirect 
bullying. Novice teachers did not feel 
they were prepared to handle classroom 
management, discipline situations or 
differentiate instruction (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2018). This knowledge is 
critical to support teacher and student 
interactions when addressing bullying.

	 In addition to students having so-
cial supports, research also discusses the 
importance of incorporating SWPBS with 
anti-bullying programs (Good et al., 2011). 
In order to use multi-tiered supports, all

Sometimes when you get admin-
istration involved or parents in-
volved, they make it more than 
what it really was. So, I feel like I 
just want to make sure that the 
students feel comfortable with it 
being handled.
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social exclusion compared to other dis-
ability groups (Andreou et al., 2015) and 
teachers may use different strategies for 
students with more significant disabilities. 
The third limitation is that participants 
rated strategies based on frequency but 
did not rate strategies for their appropri-
ateness or effectiveness in resolving bul-
lying. 

Implications and Future Directions 

	 The Council for Exceptional Chil-
dren (CEC) released a position statement 
on creating a safe and positive climate in 
school for students with disabilities, which 
recognizes the first step to eliminating 
the bias that school leaders and teachers 
may hold (CEC, 2020). Future teacher 
preparation and professional develop-
ment can be informed by the knowledge 
gained from this study. Potential topics 
include developing a consistent bully-
ing definition, increasing training on how 
to address bias-based bullying, when a 
student is bullied due to different social 
identities (Mulvey et al., 2018)—strategies 
to help students with disabilities acquire 
pro-social skills, and teaching how to use 
accommodations and modifications while 
using a multi-tiered approach to address-
ing bullying. These types of training can 
be incorporated into inclusive education 
training programs to ensure all students 
have academic and social access at their 
school. 

stakeholders at the same school site 
should agree on how to address bullying 
and implement the anti-bullying program 
(Yell et al., 2016). However, instead of 
referring to other staff, participants tend-
ed to “handle it” themselves. Participants 
discussed that they would pull the stu-
dents aside and talk to students individ-
ually. Similarly, the questions on the Han-
dling Bullying Questionnaire indicated 
specific strategies such as talking to the 
bully and telling the bully to “cut it out” 
or telling the victim to ignore it (Bauman 
et al., 2008). This further speaks to the 
need for all school community members 
to collectively address bullying on their 
campuses o that they create a stronger 
social fabric of inclusion and community 
care amongst students. 

Limitations

	 Intersectionality was explored by 
attempting to understand bullying situa-
tions and the characteristics of both the 
bully and the victim. The first limitation 
is that the strategies teachers use may 
change based on a range of character-
istics. Factors such as race, gender, and 
ability, as well as the location and duration 
of the bullying, were not considered, and 
bullying may not follow a linear pattern. A 
second limitation is that teachers mainly 
identified students with SLD in the bully-
ing situations section of the survey. None-
theless, students with developmental 
disabilities are more likely to experience
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Practical implications include ensuring the 
implementation fidelity of anti-bullying 
interventions (Rawlings & Stoddard, 2019) 
and providing appropriate accommoda-
tions to students with disabilities. Class-
room time should include teaching and 
practicing communication and social skills 
to address social miscues by students 
with disabilities (Rose & Monda-Amaya, 
2012). 

	 Future directions include expand-
ing the participant pool to include special 
education teachers and other stakehold-
ers to better understand the support is 
provided to students with disabilities 
to prevent bullying. Additional research 
questions should address the school 
context, the effectiveness of various strat-
egies, and the diversity of ability levels 
and placement settings. Furthermore, 
teachers’ responses may vary based on 
teacher and student characteristics (Yoon 
et al., 2016); future studies should exam-
ine how these characteristics influence 
the responses to bullying of students with 
disabilities. Cyberbullying in elementa-
ry schools also need to be examined, as 
the prevalence rates have increased from 
16.7% in 2016 to 26.5% in 2023 (Patchin & 
Hinduja, 2024).

Conclusion

Students with disabilities represent a mar-
ginalized group within schools, making it

essential to promote to promote diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion to foster a 
positive school climate for all learners. 
To meet the academic and social needs 
of students with disabilities in inclusive 
classrooms, teachers must receive the 
adequate support and training. In turn, 
the webs of endurance that teachers 
create are affected by the sociopolitical 
turmoil in schools as it relates to stu-
dents with disabilities. Inconsistencies in 
bullying definitions can create challeng-
es in addressing bullying situations and 
implementing strategies. To better sup-
port teachers to address bullying situa-
tions, ongoing training for all members 
of the school community is necessary. 
The trainings should focus on support-
ing students with disabilities in inclusive 
classrooms and implementing a range of 
strategies tailored to different forms of 
bullying, in order to build a more inclu-
sive school community. The trainings may 
generate a new social fabric of change 
amongst students and between teach-
er-students.
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Figure 1. Procedure for Explanatory Sequential Mixed Methods Design 

Phase Procedure
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Figure 2. The Interaction between Years of Teaching Experience and Strategy Use
on Completeness of Bullying Definition 

Moderation  Analysis
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Table 1
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Table 2

Results for Testing the Association between Disability and Strategy

Table 3

Pairwise Comparisons




