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CHAPTER 7 

UNDERSTANDING TEACHERS’ RESPONSES TO ENACTMENTS OF 

SEXUAL AND GENDER STIGMA AT SCHOOL6

                                                 
6 This chapter is based on Collier, K. L., Bos, H. M. W., & Sandfort, T. G. M. 
(2014).  Understanding teachers’ responses to enactments of sexual and gender 
stigma at school.  Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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Abstract 

Teachers have an important role to play in creating supportive school climates for 

LGBT youth, which may include addressing enactments of sexual and gender 

stigma (e.g., verbal or physical peer victimization) they observe among students.  

Yet little is known about teachers’ motivations to intervene in such situations.  

We conducted an online survey of secondary school teachers in the Netherlands, 

assessing how beliefs, norms, and self-efficacy were related to the teachers’ 

intentions to intervene in two hypothetical situations that involved bullying of 

sexual and gender minority students.  We found significantly stronger intentions 

to intervene among teachers who were more confident in their abilities to 

intervene successfully and who had stronger beliefs that intervening in the 

situation would produce a positive outcome. 
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Victimization of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) 

adolescents at school is common (Friedman et al., 2011; Kosciw, Greytak, 

Bartkiewicz, Boesen, & Palmer, 2012) and is associated with disrupted 

educational trajectories as well as other serious, negative psychosocial and health 

outcomes (Collier, van Beusekom, Bos, & Sandfort, 2013).  Accounts from 

LGBT adolescents who are victimized by school peers suggest that they do not 

always receive the desired level of support from teachers who observe the 

victimization (Jordan, Vaughan, & Woodworth, 1997; Peters, 2003; Phoenix et 

al.).  Some teachers have reported that bullying on the basis of sexual orientation 

or gender expression is more difficult to address than other forms of bullying 

(O'Higgins-Norman, 2009), meanwhile, some studies have even documented 

victimization of LGBT students by educators in school (e.g., Grossman & 

D'Augelli, 2006; McGuire, Anderson, Toomey, & Russell, 2010; Msibi, 2012; 

Pizmony-Levy, Kama, Shilo, & Lavee, 2008).  Still, previous research also 

suggests that teachers have the potential to be an important source of support for 

LGBT adolescents (Jordan et al., 1997; McGuire et al., 2010; Munoz-Plaza, 

Quinn, & Rounds, 2002; Young, 2011).  In the present study, which was 

conducted with a sample of secondary school teachers in the Netherlands, we 

explored teachers’ motivations to respond to incidents of bullying on the basis of 

sexual orientation or gender expression, which we refer to as enactments of 

sexual and gender stigma (Herek, 2009). 
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Teachers play an important role in shaping developmental contexts for 

adolescents (Eccles & Roeser, 2011) and may be influential in terms of creating 

and maintaining supportive school climates for LGBT youth (Bochenek, Brown, 

& Human Rights Watch, 2001; Murdock & Bolch, 2005).  Although some 

research indicates that students are hesitant to report incidents of anti-LGBT 

harassment to their teachers, primarily because they do not expect an effective 

response (Kosciw et al., 2012), teachers are sometimes in a position to directly 

observe and intervene in peer victimization occurring among students 

(Anagnostopoulos, Buchanan, Pereira, & Lichty, 2009; Greytak, Kosciw, & 

Boesen, 2013).   The types of teacher responses that LGBT students consider 

most effective include speaking with the perpetrator about the incident, taking 

disciplinary action, filing a report or making a referral, and offering support to the 

victimized student (Kosciw et al., 2012). Findings from cross-sectional studies 

suggest teachers’ interventions to address enactments of sexual and gender stigma 

have an impact beyond individual incidents or students.  For example, gay and 

bisexual men who reported that their teachers were more likely to intervene in 

cases of homophobic harassment also reported feeling more accepted at school 

(Ploderl, Faistauer, & Fartacek, 2010).  Interventions by teachers upon hearing 

negative comments about sexual orientation or gender identity/expression have 

likewise been associated with greater perceived safety for gender non-conforming 

male peers among LGBT and heterosexual youth (Toomey, McGuire, & Russell, 
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2012) and greater feelings of safety among transgender youth at school (McGuire 

et al., 2010).   

As in other countries, the concerns of LGBT students are a subject of 

increasing attention in the Netherlands.  Research findings indicate that 

enactments of sexual and gender stigma are common in Dutch secondary school 

settings (Collier, Bos, & Sandfort, 2013).  One strategy being used in the 

Netherlands to address anti-LGBT discrimination is education about sexuality and 

sexual diversity, including LGBT identities, within primary and secondary 

education, which became compulsory for Dutch schools in December 2012 

(“Combating anti-LGBT discrimination and violence,” n.d.).  At this stage, little 

is known about the actual implementation and effectiveness of this policy in 

improving school climate for LGBT youth.  Other government-led efforts to 

improve the climate of schools for LGBT youth are ongoing, with the State 

Secretary for the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science recently discussing 

plans to support in-service trainings for teachers and anti-bullying policies 

(“Dekker garandeert LHBT-aandacht in pestaanpak,” 2013). 

As others have commented (McGuire et al., 2010), however, to be able to 

fully support teachers to intervene when they observe enactments of sexual and 

gender stigma at school, we need a better understanding of their motivations to 

intervene or the reasons why they might not intervene.  These issues have only 

begun to be examined, primarily in small qualitative studies.  For example, Sykes 
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(2004) addressed teachers’ motivations to respond to enacted sexual and gender 

stigma in interviews with seven American and Canadian physical education 

teachers, most of whom themselves were lesbian or gay identified.  While some 

of the sexual minority teachers felt too vulnerable to intervene in instances of 

homophobic victimization among students, others, motivated in part by their 

personal identification with the victims, shared their own experiences with 

homophobic discrimination as part of their response to such incidents (Sykes, 

2004).  McInytre (2009), who conducted surveys and interviews with 20 teachers 

in Scottish schools, reported that some teachers were hesitant to discuss LGB 

issues out of concern that doing so would either further stigmatize LGB students 

by emphasizing their difference, or alienate and upset their students’ parents. 

This latter issue – teachers’ perceptions of negative reactions from 

individuals such as parents, colleagues, or supervisors were they to address 

enactments of sexual and gender stigma – was also identified by O’Higgins-

Norman (2009) in a study conducted among Irish secondary school teachers, 

school administrators, students, and parents.  The author suggested that “it was 

almost as if [teachers] were afraid of what such action [i.e., addressing 

homophobic bullying] might say about their own sexuality” (O'Higgins-Norman, 

2009, p. 390). Teachers, students, and parents in the study concurred that 

homophobic name-calling was a common occurrence at school, with some 

teachers saying it occurred with such frequency that they could not address it all 



 

 
292 

the time (O'Higgins-Norman, 2009).   In another qualitative study, conducted 

with 15 teachers from one U.S. high school, Anagnostopoulos et al. (2009) 

reported that, although the teachers expressed concern about the prevalence of 

homophobic bullying in their school and there had been school-wide efforts to 

address such bullying, they also tended to “double cast” lesbian and gay students 

as both victims and aggressors who provoked their own victimization (p. 538).  In 

their responses to the bullying of lesbian and gay students, the teachers 

emphasized the need to address the perpetrators’ behavior, and less frequently 

discussed providing support to victimized students (Anagnostopoulos et al., 

2009).   

In her qualitative study with a sample of Canadian secondary school 

teachers, Meyer (2008) identified several factors related to teachers’ intervention 

in cases of gendered harassment (defined as sexual harassment or harassment 

related to sexual orientation or gender non-conformity).  These factors included 

social (e.g., relationships with colleagues, community values) and institutional 

(e.g., workloads, school policies, administrative support) influences, as well as 

internal influences (e.g., personal experiences with discrimination; E. J. Meyer, 

2008).  Taken together, the findings of these qualitative studies, and others 

synthesized in a review by Vega, Crawford, and Van Pelt (2012), suggest a 

variety of factors that may shape teachers’ responses to incidents of enacted 
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sexual and gender stigma while also calling attention to the need for further 

research. 

Some additional insights into teachers’ motivations and behavior are 

offered by research into teachers’ responses to peer victimization that is not 

related to sexual orientation or gender expression.  Factors that seem to influence 

how teachers respond to incidents of peer victimization among students include, 

for example, the teacher’s gender and age of the students (i.e., female teachers are 

thought to put their own safety at greater risk by intervening in physical fights, 

especially those among older male students; H. A. Meyer, Astor, & Behre, 2002), 

or the location of the incident.  Teachers’ perceptions of their responsibility to 

respond is context-dependent, with some teachers indicating they would be less 

likely to intervene in incidents that occurred in non-classroom spaces (e.g., 

hallway or school yard; Behre, 2001).  Teachers’ responses may also be guided 

by their training and by policies within their schools.  Teachers who have 

received anti-bullying training (Bauman, Rigby, & Hoppa, 2008; Sairanen & 

Pfeffer, 2011) and whose schools have anti-bullying policies and programs in 

place (Bauman et al., 2008) are less likely to say they would ignore bullying 

incidents when presented with hypothetical scenarios in surveys.  

Self-efficacy – having the confidence to perform a behavior regardless of 

any barriers to its performance (Baranowski, Perry, & Parcel, 2002) – also 

appears to play a role in teachers’ responses to incidents of peer victimization.  



 

 
294 

Teachers with greater self-efficacy for managing disruptive student behaviors 

have reported a greater likelihood to intervene in hypothetical bullying situations 

(Yoon, 2004).  Also of importance was the teachers’ level of empathy with 

victims of bullying, which was positively associated with their intentions to 

intervene on the victim’s behalf (Yoon, 2004).  The general importance of 

teachers’ attitudes and beliefs – about bullying and aggression generally, or in 

regard to specific situations – has been shown in several other studies.  For 

example, in one study with U.S. elementary and middle school teachers and their 

students, teachers’ beliefs that bullying instills social norms were related to 

students’ reports of fewer interventions in bullying incidents from those teachers 

and with higher student-reported levels of victimization (Hektner & Swenson, 

2012). 

Teachers’ beliefs and attitudes about bullying also appear to be related to 

the manner in which they respond to incidents.  In a study of German teachers, 

most of whom taught at the elementary level, those with more negative attitudes 

toward aggression indicated that they would respond more actively to incidents of 

peer victimization (Grumm & Hein, 2013).  In a study conducted among U.S. 

elementary school teachers, researchers found that teachers who believed that 

bullying imparts social norms were least likely to intervene in bullying incidents, 

whereas those believing that children can prevent bullying by standing up for 

themselves were most likely to respond by encouraging victims to stand up for 
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themselves (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Pelletier, 2008).  Teachers who believe that 

children can best avoid being bullied by avoiding abusive peers, meanwhile, were 

more likely to respond by separating the students or advising victims to stay away 

from aggressive students (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Pelletier, 2008).     

Applying Integrated Behavioral Model Concepts to the Study of Teachers’ 

Responses 

Given that the Integrated Behavioral Model (IBM) is a good general 

model for understanding and predicting behavior, we organized our own 

investigation using concepts from this model (Kasprzyk, Montano, & Fishbein, 

1998; Montaño & Kasprzyk, 2008).  The IBM includes constructs from Fishbein 

and Ajzen’s Theories of Reasoned Action (TRA) and Planned Behavior (TPB), 

which have been widely applied to study diverse social and health behaviors 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010).  Concepts from the TRA and TPB have guided 

research into a variety of teacher attitudes and behaviors, such as their work with 

children with social, emotional, and behavioral difficulties (MacFarlane & 

Woolfson, 2013); intentions to teach physically active physical education classes 

(Martin, Kulinna, Eklund, & Reed, 2001); intentions to involve parents in the 

education of their students (Pryor & Pryor, 2009); and the use of particular 

teaching techniques in science classrooms (Zacharia, 2003).  Notably, these 

concepts have also guided research into teacher- and school psychologist-

trainees’ intentions to advocate for LGBT students (McCabe & Rubinson, 2008). 
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The IBM also incorporates constructs from other behavioral theories, such as self-

efficacy, which the literature suggests is relevant to teachers’ responses to 

bullying behaviors among students (Montaño & Kasprzyk, 2008). 

In the IBM, as in the TRA/TPB, intentions to perform a particular 

behavior are assumed to be the best predictor of the actual behavior (Kasprzyk et 

al., 1998).  Behavioral intentions are determined by one’s attitude toward the 

behavior (shaped in part by “beliefs about outcomes of behavioral performance,” 

i.e., what will result from performing the behavior); personal agency, which 

includes self-efficacy; and perceived norms (Montaño & Kasprzyk, 2008, p. 78).  

The behavioral beliefs that shape attitudes toward a behavior derive from direct 

observation, informational sources (e.g., newspapers), or inference (Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 2010).  Perceived norms consist of both descriptive norms (one’s beliefs 

about what others would do in the same situation) and injunctive norms (one’s 

beliefs about what salient others think he or she should do). In the present study, 

we explored teachers’ intentions to intervene in bullying incidents motivated by 

the sexual orientation or gender expression of the victimized student.  We 

explored behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, and descriptive and injunctive norms as 

potential determinants of intentions to intervene, hypothesizing that those teachers 

with more positive behavioral beliefs, greater self-efficacy, and more strongly felt 

norms would report stronger intentions to intervene.   



 

 
297 

In addition, without having specific expectations, we explored whether 

several individual teacher and school factors were related to behavioral beliefs, 

self-efficacy, descriptive and injunctive norms, and intentions to intervene.  

Fishbein and Ajzen (2010) refer to such demographic and environmental 

characteristics as background factors.  Although background factors are not 

thought to influence behavioral intentions directly, they can create different 

exposures to information that in turn lead to behavior-relevant beliefs, influencing 

behavioral intentions indirectly (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010; Montaño & Kasprzyk, 

2008).  Teachers with different levels of experience, who work in different 

settings, or who have different types of training opportunities, for example, may 

have had different exposures to information that could influence their beliefs 

about enacted sexual and gender stigma.  We therefore assessed a set of 

background factors in conjunction with the determinants of behavioral intentions 

specified by the IBM. 

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 Secondary school teachers in the Netherlands were eligible for this study, 

and were recruited through their schools: To recruit participants, research 

assistants called officials at 69 schools that were randomly selected from a listing 

of schools available on the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 

website, explained the study, and asked if the officials would be willing to 
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distribute the web-based survey to teachers in their school.  Twenty-six school 

officials agreed and 21 ultimately distributed the survey web link to their school’s 

teachers by email.  Because the survey was anonymous (teachers were sent an 

open web link to access the survey), it was not possible to track participation by 

school.  

 A total of 519 secondary school personnel participated in this study.  On 

average, the survey took 20-30 minutes to complete.  The survey was offered in 

Dutch.  We excluded surveys from three participants whose responses indicated 

they were not teachers (but rather, other school personnel) and also excluded 171 

partially completed surveys that were missing personal demographic information 

required for the analyses.  An additional two surveys were excluded because 

responses on the study’s main outcome measure (behavioral intentions) were 

missing.  The total number of surveys that were analyzed for this study was 343.  

Multiple responses per IP address were allowed, since there was a legitimate 

reason for multiple surveys to come from a single IP address (i.e., shared devices 

in a school), but only after inspection of response patterns to ensure that 

participants were unique.  

 The participating teachers were from schools of varying sizes: fewer than 

500 students, 17.8%; 500-1,000 students, 27.4%; 1,001-1,250 students, 23.9%; 

1,251-1,500 students, 13.1%; and more than 1,500 students, 17.8%.  The different 

educational tracks available to secondary school students in the Netherlands were 
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also represented in the participating schools (schools typically offer more than 

one track).   Sixty-two percent of the teachers taught in schools where the pre-

vocational track was offered (praktijkonderwijs or VMBO), 59.2% taught in 

schools where the general secondary (HAVO) track was offered, and 63.3% 

taught in schools where the pre-university (VWO) track was offered. 

Measures 

 Teacher and school demographic information.  Participants reported 

their age, gender, sexual orientation (heterosexual/straight, lesbian/gay, bisexual, 

or other), and the number of years they had been employed as a teacher.  

Participants were also asked to report information on their schools, including the 

postal code in which their school was located (used to identify the school’s 

geographic location within the Netherlands) and the school’s denomination (e.g., 

general, general-special, or denominational).  The participating teachers were also 

asked whether school policies and rules related to bullying/harassment and staff 

training related to bullying/harassment were in place or had been offered in the 

current school year. 

 Homonegativity.  Participants completed an adapted version of the 

Modern Homonegativity scale developed by van Wijk, van de Meerendonk, and 

Vanwesenbeeck (2005) and tested with adults in the Netherlands.  Some of the 

original items were modified so as to capture attitudes toward both gay men and 

lesbian women.  This scale consists of nine items (e.g., “Homosexual men and 
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women flaunt their sexual preference”) and high scores across the items indicate a 

high level of homonegativity.  The internal consistency reliability of the scale in 

this sample, indicated by Cronbach’s alpha, was .94. 

 Peer victimization observed by teachers.  Participants were asked to 

indicate whether, in the past year, they had observed students in their school 

verbally or physically harass one another for any of the following reasons: 

appearance (e.g., height or weight), gender, gender expression, race/ethnicity, 

religion, or sexual orientation. 

 Intentions to intervene in incidents of enacted sexual and gender 

stigma.  Participants’ intentions to intervene were assessed with the aid of 

hypothetical bullying scenarios.  Participants read a brief scenario and were then 

asked a series of follow-up questions, including, “How likely is it that you would 

intervene in this situation?” (1 = very unlikely, 5 = very likely).  The scenarios 

(which are provided in the Appendix) and follow-up questions were originally 

developed for this study, but modeled after those used in instruments such as the 

Handling Bullying Questionnaire (Bauman et al., 2008) and the Bullying Attitude 

Questionnaire (Craig, Henderson, & Murphy, 2000; Yoon, 2004).   

 Each participant completed questions in relation to one verbal bullying 

scenario and one physical bullying scenario; we examine each as separate 

outcome measures of intentions to intervene.  The gender of the victim and 

perpetrator(s) was the same in both scenarios (i.e., female perpetrator and female 



 

 
301 

victim), but participants were randomly presented with alternate versions of the 

verbal and physical bullying scenarios so that approximately half of the sample 

received versions of each scenario that contained either male or female characters.  

Both the verbal and physical scenarios described incidents of bullying (defined by 

repeated harassment over time and an imbalance of power between the victim and 

perpetrator or perpetrators; Olweus, 2010) that were directly observed by a 

teacher.  The verbal bullying scenario was set in a classroom and involved a 

victim targeted for gender non-conformity.  The physical bullying scenario was 

set in the school cafeteria and involved an openly lesbian or gay student.  Both 

scenarios involved the use of homophobic language by the perpetrators. 

 Behavioral beliefs.  Participants’ beliefs about the outcomes of 

intervening in the incident described in the scenario were assessed with an eight-

item scale.  Items were originally developed on the basis of a literature review, 

and the same eight items were used in relation to the verbal and physical bullying 

scenarios.  Half of these items were about positive behavioral beliefs (e.g., “I can 

put a stop to this type of behavior by stepping in”) and half were about negative 

behavioral beliefs (e.g., “If I get involved, the situation will only get worse for 

[the victim]”); the latter were reverse-scored.  Response options ranged from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).  The Cronbach’s alpha was .69 for the 

behavioral beliefs scale in relation to the verbal bullying scenario, and was .77 in 
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relation to the physical bullying scenario, indicating acceptable internal 

consistency. 

 Self-efficacy.  Participants’ level of self-efficacy for intervening in the 

verbal and physical bullying scenarios was assessed with four items; again, the 

same four items were used in relation to both scenarios.  The items addressed 

various tasks that might be associated with intervention, e.g., getting support for 

the victimized student or involving other school staff as indicated.  An example 

item was, “I feel confident in my ability to address [the perpetrator’s] behavior” 

(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).  For the verbal bullying scenario, the 

Cronbach’s alpha of the four self-efficacy items was .68, and for the physical 

bullying scenario, the Cronbach’s alpha was .75. 

 Descriptive norms.  Descriptive norms – participants’ perceptions of 

what important referent individuals would do in a similar situation – were 

assessed with two items.  These items were, “Most other teachers at my school 

would intervene if they witnessed a dispute like this” and “Most administrators at 

my school would intervene if they witnessed a dispute like this” (1 = strongly 

disagree, 5 = strongly agree).  For the verbal bullying scenario, the Cronbach’s 

alpha of these two items was .71, and for the physical bullying scenario, the 

Cronbach’s alpha was .76. 

 Injunctive norms.  We assessed injunctive norms around intervening in 

the verbal and physical bullying scenarios with four items.  Each item referred to 
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a different salient referent: the school principal, other teachers in the same school, 

the parents of the teacher’s students, and the teacher’s students (e.g., “The 

principal of my school would expect me to intervene in this situation,” 1 = 

strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).  The Cronbach’s alpha values indicated 

strong internal consistency across the four items; α = .80 for the verbal bullying 

scenario, and α = .87 for the physical bullying scenario. 

Analyses 

 We calculated descriptive statistics on teacher and school demographic 

information, homonegativity, and peer victimization observed in the school 

setting.  We then assessed whether individual school (geographic location, school 

type, and presence or absence of policies and staff training related to peer 

victimization) and teacher (age, years of teaching experience, gender, sexual 

orientation, and homonegativity) factors were associated with the theoretical 

determinants (behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, descriptive and injunctive norms) 

and intentions to intervene.  Pearson correlations or independent samples t-tests 

were conducted as appropriate. 

 Next, the bivariate relationships between the determinants of intentions 

and intentions to intervene were assessed by calculating Pearson correlations.  

Those determinants of intentions that were significantly correlated with intentions 

to intervene (p < .05) were entered into a multiple regression analysis with 

intentions to intervene as the dependent variable.  All analyses were conducted 
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separately for the teachers’ responses to the verbal bullying scenario and the 

physical bullying scenario.  We plotted standardized residuals and leverage values 

and calculated Cook’s distances to detect possible influential points. 

Results 

Descriptive Analyses 

The final sample of participating teachers consisted of 198 women 

(57.7%) and 145 men (42.3%).  Approximately six percent identified as lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, or as another minority sexual orientation.  Participants’ mean age 

was 44.5 years (SD = 11.85) and their mean number of years of teaching 

experience was 16.11 (SD = 11.49).  Homonegativity scores were low on average 

in this sample (M = 2.05, SD = .68) and positively skewed, indicating generally 

tolerant attitudes toward lesbians and gays. 

About half of participating teachers reported working in general or 

general-special (i.e., public) schools (51.3%), with the remainder based in 

denominational schools (48.7%).  64.4% of the teachers worked in schools 

located in the most urbanized part of the Netherlands, including Amsterdam (a 

conurbation known as the Randstad).  Most teachers (85.4%) said that policies 

and rules related to bullying and harassment were currently in place in their 

schools, however, substantially fewer (42.6%) indicated that staff training related 

to bullying and harassment had been offered in the current year.  Teachers’ 

experiences observing peer victimization in their schools over the previous year, 
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attributed to various reasons, are summarized in Table 7.1.  Three-quarters of the 

teachers said they had seen students in their school harass others because of their 

appearance; this was the most commonly observed type of peer victimization.  A 

little more than one-third of the teachers said they had seen students harass others 

because of sexual orientation or gender expression. 

 
Table 7.1 

Teachers’ Observations of Verbal and Physical Bullying among Students in the 
Past Year 
 

Perceived reason for bullying % Observed 
Appearance 74.9 
Sexual orientation 36.4 
Gender expression 36.4 
Ethnic minority identity 30.6 
Gender 12.5 
Religion 11.7 
 

 

Means and standard deviations for behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, 

descriptive and injunctive norms, and intentions to intervene for the verbal and 

physical bullying scenarios are presented in Table 7.2.  Scores on these variables 

were negatively skewed, suggesting generally positive behavioral beliefs, high 

self-efficacy, and positive norms around intervening in the hypothetical scenarios, 

and strong reported intentions to intervene.   
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Table 7.2 
 
Means and Standard Deviations of Teachers’ Behavioral Beliefs, Self-efficacy, 
Descriptive and Injunctive Norms, and Intentions to Intervene 
 

 Verbal Bullying 
Scenario 

Physical Bullying 
Scenario 

 M (SD) M (SD) 
Behavioral Beliefs 4.07 (.43) 4.10 (.46) 
Self-efficacy 4.13 (.51) 4.14 (.50) 
Descriptive norms 4.00 (.60) 4.10 (.57) 
Injunctive norms 4.05 (.48) 4.07 (.49) 
Intention to intervene 4.61 (.59) 4.57 (.61) 
 
 

Teacher gender and years of teaching experience were not associated with 

any of the theoretical determinants of intentions to intervene, nor with intentions 

to intervene.  Teacher age was negatively correlated with behavioral beliefs 

related to the verbal bullying scenario (r = -.18, p = .001), suggesting that 

younger teachers held more positive outcomes expectations from intervening in 

the verbal bullying scenario.  Correlations between age and the other variables 

were not significant.  In comparison to their sexual minority counterparts, 

heterosexual teachers demonstrated significantly more negative behavioral beliefs 

in relation to the physical bullying scenario, t (325) = -3.56, p < .001, and 

significantly lower self-efficacy in relation to the verbal bullying scenario, t 

(334)= -2.51, p = .013.  In other words, sexual minority teachers expected better 
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outcomes from intervening in the physical bullying scenario and were more 

confident about their ability to intervene in the verbal bullying scenario.   

Unlike the other teacher-level factors assessed, homonegativity was found 

to be significantly related to all determinants of intentions.  The strength of these 

correlations ranged from r = -.16 (p = .004) for injunctive norms related to the 

verbal bullying scenario, to r = -.23 (p < .001) for behavioral beliefs related to the 

verbal bullying scenario.  According to guidelines from Cohen (1988), the 

strength of these relationships is in the small (.10) to medium (.30) range.  

Correlations between homonegativity and intentions to intervene were also 

significant; r = -.12, p = .031 for the verbal bullying scenario, and r = -.13, p = 

.019 for the physical bullying scenario.  Overall, these significant, negative 

correlations indicate that a lower level of homonegativity (i.e., more positive 

attitudes toward homosexuality) was associated with more positive behavioral 

beliefs, higher self-efficacy, stronger descriptive and injunctive norms, and 

stronger intentions to intervene in the scenarios. 

The school factors that we assessed were not significantly related to 

behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, descriptive and injunctive norms, and intentions 

to intervene in either the verbal or physical bullying scenarios.  That is, with 

regard to the variables of interest, there were no significant differences between 

teachers from schools located in Amsterdam or other Randstad cities versus 

elsewhere in the Netherlands, between teachers from general or general-special 
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schools versus denominational schools, or between teachers who reported 

working in schools where policies and staff training related to peer victimization 

were present or absent.  

Bivariate Relationships of Determinants with Intentions 

Table 7.3 

Summary of Intercorrelations among Behavioral Beliefs, Self-efficacy, 
Descriptive and Injunctive Norms, and Teachers’ Intentions to Intervene 
 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 

1. Behavioral Beliefs -- .44* .38* .54* .36* 

2. Self-efficacy .43* -- .44* .46* .36* 

3. Descriptive norms .25* .31* -- .70* .25* 

4. Injunctive norms .40* .44* .59* -- .34* 

5. Intention to intervene .33* .45* .17* .33* -- 

 
Note. Intercorrelations for the verbal bullying scenario are presented below the 
diagonal, and intercorrelations for physical bullying scenario are presented above 
the diagonal.   
* p < .01. 

 

Intercorrelations among the teachers’ behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, descriptive 

and injunctive norms, and intentions to intervene are displayed in Table 7.3.  For 

both the verbal and physical bullying scenarios, there were significant 

correlations among the determinants of intentions, as well as significant 

correlations between the determinants and actual intentions to intervene.  Given 
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these findings, we proceeded to conduct multiple regression analysis entering 

each of the determinants of intentions into the models (separately for verbal and 

physical bullying scenarios) as independent variables.  The results of these 

analyses are presented in Table 7.4.   Regression analyses were conducted with 

the full sample of participants given that no influential observations were 

detected.  

Regression Analyses – Verbal Bullying Scenario 

 Behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, and descriptive and injunctive norms 

together explained 24% of the variance in teachers’ intentions to intervene in the 

verbal bullying scenario (p < .001).  Behavioral beliefs (β = .12, p = .03), self-

efficacy (β = .35, p < .001), and injunctive norms (β = .17, p = .01), but not 

descriptive norms, all made significant independent contributions to the model.  

Relationships were in the expected directions, with more positive behavioral 

beliefs, higher self-efficacy, and stronger injunctive norms associated with 

stronger intentions to intervene in the bullying scenario. 

Regression Analyses – Physical Bullying Scenario 

 For the physical bullying scenario, the independent variables explained 

19% of the variance in teachers’ intentions to intervene (p < .001).  Behavioral 

beliefs (β = .18, p = .01) and self-efficacy (β = .22, p < .001) both made 

significant independent contributions to the model.  Neither descriptive nor 

injunctive norms, however, made significant independent contributions. 
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Table 7.4 
 
Regression of Teachers’ Intentions to Intervene on Behavioral Beliefs, Self-efficacy, and Descriptive and Injunctive Norms  
 

 Verbal Bullying Scenario Physical Bullying Scenario 
 b (SE) β p b (SE) β p 
Behavioral Beliefs .17 (.08) .12 .03 .24 (.09) .18 .01 
Self-efficacy .40 (.07) .35 <.001 .27 (.07) .22 <.001 
Descriptive norms -.06 (.06) -.07 .27 .02 (.08) .02 .80 
Injunctive norms .21 (.08) .17 .01 .17 (.10) .14 .09 
R2  .24 <.001  .19 <.001 
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Discussion 

 Our findings indicate, first, that secondary school teachers in the 

Netherlands are observing peer victimization that they believe to be related to 

students’ sexual orientation or gender expression.  Just over a third of the teachers 

surveyed reported observing either type of peer victimization in the past year.  

This finding suggests that teachers indeed have a role to play with regard to 

intervening in incidents of such bullying, and should be prepared for handling 

such incidents in the course of their work. 

 In general, the participating teachers reported strong intentions to 

intervene in the hypothetical scenarios of sexual orientation and gender 

expression related bullying presented to them in the survey.  The IBM constructs 

we studied in relation to teachers’ intentions were informative in explaining their 

intentions to intervene.  Self-efficacy and behavioral beliefs were especially 

important and meaningful across both the verbal and physical bullying scenarios.  

Teachers who were more confident in their abilities to intervene successfully, and 

who believed that intervening in the scenario would produce a positive outcome, 

had stronger intentions to intervene.   

 The role of norms in relation to teachers’ intentions to intervene was less 

consistent.  Although there were significant bivariate associations between the 

norms and intentions variables, in the multivariate analyses, descriptive norms – 

perceptions of what other teachers or school administrators would do upon 
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observing the same situation – were not significantly associated with teachers’ 

intentions to intervene in either scenario.  Injunctive norms – perceptions of how 

the school principal, other teachers, parents, and students would expect the 

teacher to act upon observing the given scenario – were important only in the 

multivariate analysis with the verbal bullying scenario.  It could be that injunctive 

norms weigh more heavily into individual teachers’ calculus regarding whether to 

intervene when the need for intervention by a teacher is less clear cut, as it 

arguably was in the verbal bullying scenario in comparison to the physical 

bullying scenario.  In other words, it may be very clear to teachers that it is their 

role to intervene in situations that involve physical bullying, and so norms matter 

less in these cases.   The role of norms in teachers’ responses to different types of 

peer victimization should be explored further in future studies. 

 As for the individual teacher and school demographic factors that were 

assessed in relation to determinants of and actual intentions to intervene, the one 

factor that stood out as being important was homonegativity, which was measured 

at the individual teacher level.  Those teachers who had less negative attitudes 

toward homosexuality also had significantly more positive behavioral beliefs 

related to intervention, greater self-efficacy to effectively intervene, and stronger 

descriptive and injunctive norms related to intervention.  They also reported 

stronger intentions to intervene.  It is possible that teachers with more tolerant 

attitudes toward lesbians and gays have a higher level of comfort supporting 
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sexual and gender minority students or discussing sexual orientation and gender 

expression related issues with their students. 

 These findings further develop the as-yet very small literature on teachers’ 

responses to enactments of sexual and gender stigma.  The only other quantitative 

study that we identified on this topic addressed how victim characteristics 

(whether LGBT and gender non-conforming or not) and victimization type 

(physical, verbal, and relational) informed teachers’ likelihood of intervening in a 

hypothetical situation, perceived seriousness of the situation, and level of 

empathy with the victim (Perez, Schanding, & Dao, 2013).  However, some of the 

factors that we addressed in the current study have also been addressed in training 

programs designed to enhance teachers’ competency to provide a safe school 

climate for sexual and gender minority students (Greytak et al., 2013).  Greytak, 

Kosciw, and Boesen (2013) evaluated a two-hour training workshop for 

secondary school staff focused on the bullying and harassment of LGBT youth, 

and found higher self-efficacy for intervening in incidents of bullying and 

harassment and a stronger belief in the importance of intervening following 

participation in the training.  An evaluation of an online, avatar-based training 

program for secondary school teachers also found higher self-efficacy and greater 

intentions to intervene when observing incidents of homophobic harassment after 

completion of the training (Albright & Shumaker, 2013).  Other professional 

development programs for educators have addressed attitudes toward 
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homosexuality, finding more positive attitudes following the training program 

(Horn & Sullivan, 2012 as cited in Greytak et al., 2013).  Our study’s findings 

provide some support for the program theory underlying such trainings, given that 

behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, and attitudes toward lesbians and gays were 

found to be related to teachers’ intentions to intervene in sexual orientation and 

gender expression related peer victimization. 

 Although we did not make specific predictions as far as how background 

factors might relate to determinants of or actual intentions to intervene in the 

hypothetical scenarios, the participating teachers represented schools that were 

diverse along several dimensions, and it is somewhat surprising that none of the 

school variables were significant.  As was previously discussed, other studies 

have found teachers working in schools where anti-bullying policies are in place 

and who have participated in anti-bullying training programs to have stronger 

intentions to intervene in bullying incidents compared to other teachers (Bauman 

et al., 2008, Sairanen & Pfeffer, 2011).  Institutional supports have also been 

suggested to be of importance for educators responding to enacted sexual and 

gender stigma at school, in particular (E. J. Meyer, 2008).  Schools in the 

Netherlands are diverse with regard to their approaches to addressing the needs of 

sexual and gender minority students.  Given the research methods used in the 

current study, we did not obtain detailed information from the participating 

teachers about the specific anti-bullying policies in place in their schools 
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(including whether those policies offered enumerated protections to sexual and 

gender minority students), or about the scope, format, or quality of any anti-

bullying training programs in which they may have participated.   These may be 

important issues for future studies in Dutch secondary schools, and could be 

explored through qualitative research or multilevel modeling designs that could 

account for the shared variance among participating teachers from the same 

school. 

 Along with the study’s findings, we should note several limitations.  This 

was a cross-sectional study that made use of self-reported data.  Although we 

tried to discourage social desirability bias by allowing teachers to participate 

anonymously and presenting the survey topic in a neutral way (i.e., a study about 

teachers’ experiences and what they observe in the course of their daily work), 

some responses may have been affected by self-presentation bias.  We also 

assessed only behavioral intentions, and not teachers’ actual behavior.  Although 

there is evidence that behavioral intentions are strong predictors of future 

behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), we do not know the extent to which the 

participating teachers’ stated intentions to intervene upon observing enacted 

sexual and gender stigma correlate with their actual past or future behavior.  

Furthermore, teachers may respond differently in actual, real-life situations than 

they would in the hypothetical scenarios with which they were presented. 
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 Several avenues for future research are suggested by this study’s findings 

as well as by those issues that we were unable to address completely here.  We 

found, for example, that the role of norms was different in teachers’ intentions to 

intervene in the verbal and physical bullying scenarios.  How teachers might 

respond differently to verbal versus physical enactments of sexual and gender 

stigma is a topic that should be explored further, and in conjunction with 

exploration of how the specific guidance that teachers receive with regard to their 

responsibilities to victimized students (i.e., school policies or instructions from 

administrators) influences behavior.  Another area for future study is whether and 

how factors such as the gender of the involved students and the setting of the 

incident matter to teachers’ behavior. 

 The study’s findings also have several important implications for 

programs and policies aiming to improve school climate for sexual and gender 

minority youth.  At the level of school policy, guidance for teachers on how to 

respond when they observe bullying behaviors should be clear with regard to the 

specific types of behaviors teachers may observe (e.g., name-calling, rumor-

spreading, physical fighting).  Teachers’ behavioral beliefs and self-efficacy 

related to addressing enactments of sexual and gender stigma would seem to be 

important targets for intervention.  Training programs to enhance teachers’ 

abilities to intervene effectively upon observing such incidents should thus not 

only address best response practices (i.e., what specific actions students say 
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would be helpful), but teachers’ beliefs that their actions will have a positive 

impact and their confidence in their own skills and abilities (which might be 

developed through skills practice opportunities such as role-plays).  We hope this 

study’s findings can inform the design and evaluation of such educator-focused 

interventions that must be one important part of a larger strategy for bettering 

school climate for sexual and gender minority youth. 
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Chapter 7 Appendix 

The following scenarios were used to elicit participants’ intentions to intervene in 

incidents of bullying; items related to behavioral beliefs, self-efficacy, and 

descriptive and injunctive norms also referred to these scenarios. 

Verbal Bullying Scenario – Female Characters Version 

You have observed an ongoing conflict among three female students in 

your class: Mirjam, Kim, and Liesbeth.  Mirjam and Kim, who are friends 

with one another and are among the more popular students in your school, 

seem to be picking on Liesbeth.  Liesbeth is a good student, but does not 

seem to have a lot of friends, and stands out as being less feminine than 

many of the other female students in your school.  You often observe 

Mirjam and Kim whispering to one another or laughing at Liesbeth when 

she comes into class.  One day just before you are about to begin class, the 

three students start to argue, and you hear Mirjam say to Liesbeth, “Why 

are you such a dyke (Dutch: pot)?” 

Physical Bullying Scenario – Male Characters Version 

Klaas and Maarten are two male students in your school.  Klaas is an 

openly gay student and you know that he is sometimes picked on by other 

students for this reason.  One day you are in the cafeteria while students 

are having lunch.  You see Maarten call Klaas a “faggot” (Dutch: flikker) 
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and knock his lunch tray out of his hands, spilling food on Klaas’ clothing 

and the floor. 


