
Students’ Reports of Severe Violence in School as a Tool for
Early Detection and Prevention

Yaacov B. Yablon
Bar-Ilan University

Early detection of severe violence is a significant challenge for many schools. Three studies were conducted
on samples of 6th, 8th, and 10th graders (12–16 years old). The first study, based on paired reports of teachers
and students (n = 130), showed that a high percentage of both victims and perpetrators of severe violence are
not identified by teachers but are known to students. The second and third studies were based on qualitative
(n = 30) and quantitative methods (n = 524) and revealed the factors that explain students’ willingness to
report or seek help from their teachers. The findings highlight the role of victims as a source of information
regarding perpetrators and suggest a new perspective for early identification of severe violence in schools.

Early detection of violence, and especially severe
violence, in school is fundamental for providing a
safe school environment and for intervention. How-
ever, as will be discussed, various strategies that
have been used for identification of violence have
mostly failed and suffer from different limitations
(Cornell, Sheras, Gregory, & Fan, 2009; Morrison &
Skiba, 2001; Mulvey & Cauffman, 2001; Reddy
et al., 2001). The main hypothesis posited in the
present study is that students, and victims in partic-
ular, hold valuable information about perpetrators
that can be employed as a useful tool for early
detection. Thus, rather than trying to identify per-
petrators, we can be more successful in identifying
victims and via them increase the ability to detect
severe violence and perpetrators.

However, students are mostly reluctant to report
or seek help (Boulton et al., 2013; Cortes & Kochen-
derfer-Ladd, 2014; Eliot, Cornell, Gregory, & Fan,
2010; Yablon, 2010), and very little is known about
the factors that enhance their willingness to do so
for dealing with severe violence in schools. The first
aim of the present study was therefore to investi-
gate whether students hold more information on
severe violence than their teachers (Study 1). The
second aim was to reveal the factors that enhance
students’ willingness to report or seek help (Study
2). The third aim was to empirically investigate
these factors among three age groups in school
(Study 3). Taken together, the findings may provide

overarched evidence for successful detection of sev-
ere violence in schools.

Early Detection of Violence in School

One of the seminal works on the early detection
of violent behavior in school was the “Early warn-
ing, timely response: A guide to safe schools”
which was published in 1998 by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education and Department of Justice
(Dwyer, Osher, & Warger, 1998). The aim of the
report was to supply professionals with early warn-
ing signs that indicate that a student has a high
potential for using violence. The long list of early
signs included social withdrawal, isolation, victim-
ization, previous use of violence, drug or alcohol
use, poor academic success, intolerance, prejudicial
attitudes, and so on. It was suggested that school
teachers as well as any other professionals in the
school, and even students, can be trained to recog-
nize these warning signs and effectively intervene.

Since the publication of the report, many studies
were conducted in order to identify risk and protec-
tive factors that can be used for early detection.
However, the authors already pointed to the need
for caution when using such an approach, which is
known as profiling, and many later studies pointed
to the ineffectiveness and sometimes even misuse
and danger of using this strategy for early identifi-
cation (Borum, Cornell, Modzeleski, & Jimerson,
2010). It was argued that many students may fit the
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profiles’ criteria, but in practice only very few will
ever commit a violent act (Mulvey & Cauffman,
2001). Labeling students can itself put the students
at risk and damage their social and personal well-
being, and may even impinge on their human
rights (Borum et al., 2010). Furthermore, the fact
that there are general high levels of violence in
schools and many students are unfortunately
involved in violence as either perpetrators or vic-
tims raises doubts as to the usefulness of profiling
as a large number of students in the at-risk group
will be identified as being in danger of employing
severe violence.

Other strategies for early identification were also
criticized. The use of teachers’ referrals was gener-
ally shown to be incomplete, sometimes inaccurate
and insufficient (Dowdy, Doane, Eklund, & Dever,
2013). Peer reports were not proven to be better
(Cole, Cornell, & Sheras, 2006), and even the accu-
racy of students’ reports in self-referral question-
naires was questioned (Branson & Cornell, 2009).
This led to the adoption of a more systematic and
structured approach for early identification surveys,
which were expected to improve the accuracy of
the identification. Although these methods have
had some success, they were also found to have
inherent problems (Cornell et al., 2009). The num-
ber of false positive identifications is relatively high,
the interpretation of the findings lacks an ecological
or developmental perspective, and the prediction of
violence in social interactions within the school con-
text is limited.

Threat assessment is yet another method that was
developed in response to the weakness of the more
traditional ways, and especially profiling (Cornell
et al., 2009; Randazzo et al., 2006). Rather than
investing efforts in identifying violent students by
either clinical judgments or statistical formulas, efforts
are made to investigate all threatening remarks that
were made by students, which may or may not lead
to actual acts. The role of the school is to create a sys-
tem in which all students who make threats are
assessed. Two of the core assumptions of threat
assessment are therefore that when a threat is made,
someone will report it, and that because not all
threats, and actually most of them, will not be actual-
ized, someone in the school can and should assess
whether the threat is serious and poses a danger.

Students’ Help Seeking and Reports on Violence

The main argument of the present study is that
early detection of violence should focus on gather-
ing information about the violence and perpetrators

from the victims rather than on directly identifying
the perpetrators. It highlights the role of victims as
a source of information about perpetrators and sug-
gests a new perspective for early identification of
violence. As will be discussed, it is posited that vic-
tims should be viewed as a key factor in the detec-
tion of perpetrators, because they hold valuable
information that is not held by the teachers or the
school authorities.

Although identifying the victims of violence and
gathering information from them may be an easier
task than identifying perpetrators, studies show
that victims are underreported and are actually also
not identified. For example, there is a significant
gap between the actual extent of violence in school
and the teachers’ or other school staff’s information
and perception of the violence (Ahn, Rodkin, &
Gest, 2013). Furthermore, most students do not
report being victims and do not seek help for deal-
ing with violence (Boulton et al., 2013; Cortes &
Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014; Eliot et al., 2010; Yablon,
2010). Some of the violence occurs when there is no
school supervision and no adult knows about it
(Rapp-Paglicci, Dulmus, Sowers, & Theriot, 2004).
When available, school statistics on violence give
powerful information for the design of primary
intervention on the school level but not for identify-
ing individual students who need help. Unfortu-
nately, victims can suffer violence for a longtime
without anyone knowing, helping, or intervening.
For useful prevention, intervention, and detection
of violent students, victims need to report or seek
help from the school staff when violence does
occur. Thus, rather than predicting and identifying
violent students, efforts should be invested in
encouraging victims to seek help or report violence.
Information from them can then assist in detection
and intervention with violent students.

Previous studies have already been conducted in
various fields in order to investigate why students
are reluctant to seek help. In spite of the general
paucity of research (Gulliver, Griffiths, & Chris-
tensen, 2010), studies yielded a list of conditions,
including emotional, social, cognitive, and behav-
ioral ones. Previous findings also showed that the
willingness to seek help and variables that explain
willingness to seek help vary according to the prob-
lem. Studying the factors related to the willingness
to seek help for severe violence in school therefore
requires special attention and a separate investiga-
tion, as carried out in the present study.

Three forms of severe violence acts were investi-
gated in the present study: physical, sexual, and
weapon use. Although violence in school is a
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widespread phenomenon, these calamitous events
are unfortunately not rare (National Authority for
Measurement and Evaluation in Education, 2014).
Deadly school shootings have taken place in many
countries, including the U.S., India, France, Nor-
way, Germany, Finland, Brazil, and Israel. The
number of students who bring weapons to school
in Israel, where the present study was conducted, is
4%–9%. On average, 15% of students faced sexual
assault, and 6%–20% were victims of severe physi-
cal violence that caused serious physical harm.
Although worldwide statistics point to the measure
of severe violence in school, it is accepted that
many additional incidents that take place are not
recorded.

From a theoretical point of view, the reluctance
to seek help can be explained by the high and nega-
tive psychosocial costs of seeking and receiving
help. The cost might be even greater for such severe
forms of violence. For most people, the need for
help is a sign of their own incompetence and
involves an admission of failure (Bohns & Flynn,
2010). This also explains why students generally
prefer to approach informal help providers such as
a friend rather than a formal or professional one
such as a teacher or counselor (Leach & Rickwood,
2009). Furthermore, general personal and social
negative attitudes toward seeking help, inconve-
nience, shame, stigmatization, concerns about confi-
dentiality, not knowing where to go, or beliefs that
the treatment cannot help, reduce the chances that
someone will seek help (Gulliver et al., 2010).

The research literature on self-disclosure of sev-
ere violence is also relevant for understanding help
seeking or reporting in order to deal with severe
violence in school. Schaeffer, Leventhal, and Asnes
(2011) suggested that students will report or seek
help when they have the opportunity to do so and
described this process as facilitated disclosure. They
suggested that students will not expose the fact
they were hurt unless someone encourages them do
to so. From a developmental perspective it is sug-
gested that students may lack the skills to initiate a
conversation about their suffering, may not inter-
pret the situation correctly, or may lack the appro-
priate terms or schemata for describing it
(McElvaney, Greene, & Hogan, 2014). From a prac-
tical point of view, this line of studies suggests that
reporting or seeking help may depend on an oppor-
tunity to do so, and whether teachers and other
professionals in schools set the base for meaningful
and fruitful contact with the students.

The present study therefore had two main goals.
The first was to investigate the extent to which

students hold information on severe violence in
schools, of which the teachers are not aware. This
also served as the basis for the main hypothesis of
the study that help seeking can serve as a useful
way to detect severe violence in school. The second
goal was to elucidate the factors that can predict as
well as enhance students’ willingness to seek help
or report on severe violence to their teachers.

Study 1

The aim of Study 1 was to investigate the difference
between information that students and their home-
room teachers hold regarding perpetrators of severe
violence in their classroom. Previous studies investi-
gated the differences between information on vio-
lence gathered from different informers in school
(e.g., Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002). However,
these studies focused on identifying victims of vio-
lence by different informers, whereas the present
study is the first to investigate such differences in
identifying perpetrators. The aim of the study was
to provide empirical evidence for the hypothesis
that students hold information that is unknown to
teachers, which, if they share, can lead to better
detection of severe violence in school.

Because the study focuses on students’ willing-
ness to seek help as a way to identify perpetrators,
we looked at the differences between teachers and
students in two aspects: (a) how many of the perpe-
trators who are known to the students are also
known to the teachers, and (b) to what extent do
teachers identify students who are victims of severe
violence and can potentially lead to information
about perpetrators.

The focus of the study is thus on the ability of
teachers to identify victims and perpetrators. For
doing so, we used a methodology for diagnostic
test evaluation (Lalkhen & McCluskey, 2008) and
looked at four different estimations for evaluating
teacher’s accuracy in identifying victims: sensitivity,
specificity, positive predictive value (PPV), and neg-
ative predictive value (NPV). Sensitivity can also be
seen as a truth-positive evaluation rate and indi-
cates the rate at which the teacher correctly identi-
fies those students who are victims of severe
violence. Specificity, which can be regarded as a
truth-negative rate, indicates the teacher’s ability to
correctly identify students who are not victims of
severe violence. PPV and NPV are dependent on
the appearance of the problem among the specific
population examined, which in the present study is
the prevalence of severe violence among students.

Detection of Severe Violence in Schools 57



Although PPV indicates the probability that a stu-
dent is a victim when the teacher says he or she is,
NPV is the probability that the student is not a vic-
tim when the teacher also says that.

Although no previous studies have investigated
the prevalence of teachers’ identification of perpe-
trators, and specifically the gap between the infor-
mation held by teachers and students, such an
investigation is a fundamental stage for the next
phase of the present study, which is the willingness
of students to seek help from teachers and by that
reducing the possible gap.

Method

Participants

One hundred and fifty public elementary, mid-
dle, and high schools were randomly sampled from
state-run Jewish schools across Israel (50 from each
school level). In order to compare information held
by students to those of their teachers, a dyad of a
homeroom teacher and a student were sampled
from each of the school levels. Of these, 130 pairs
participated in the study (87% response rate). From
6th grade (elementary school), 29.2% (76% response
rate); from 8th grade (middle school), 35.4% (92%
response rate); and from 10th grade (high school),
35.4% (92% response rate). All participants were
Hebrew speakers, about 7% of them immigrated to
Israel within the past 10 years (range: 6–10 years),
and 16.6% reported being an observant Jew. Fifty-
eight percent of the students and 94% of the teach-
ers were female. The total number of students in
the 130 classrooms that were sampled was 2,454.

Instruments

Teachers and students completed a six-item
questionnaire designed for the present study based
on an extensively used questionnaire in the
Israeli school system that was developed by Benben-
ishty, Astor, Zeira, and Vinokur (2002) as a Hebrew
modification of the California School Climate Sur-
vey (Furlong et al., 2005). In order to focus on sev-
ere violence, the relevant subscales (two items each)
for measuring severe physical violence (e.g., you
were injured as a result of a physical attack and
needed medical treatment, Cronbach’s a = .90), sex-
ual violence (e.g., a student touched or tried to
touch you in a sexual way against your will, Cron-
bach’s a = .88), and weapon use (e.g., bringing a
knife or a pocketknife for purposes of defense or
attack, Cronbach’s a = .84) were used. The students

were asked to indicate how many times they were
victimized in the last month on a four-level scale
(never, once, twice, three or more times). Using the
same scale, the teachers were asked to evaluate
how many times their (specific) student was a vic-
tim of each of the described violent acts during the
last months. For identification of perpetrators, each
dyad of a teacher and a student received a list of
the students in the class and were asked to indicate
all students who perpetrated one of the violent acts
described in the questionnaire even once during the
past month.

Procedure

Questionnaires and data collection were
approved by the Ministry of Education’s chief sci-
entist prior to the onset of the study and in accor-
dance with the regulations of the education system.
Informed consent of the students’ parents was
obtained and both students and teachers freely par-
ticipated in the study. Teachers and students were
contacted by the research team and received an
explanation on the study goals and procedure, and
anonymity was assured. If they agreed, the stu-
dents were also asked to provide a signed consent
by their parents. Only teachers whose students
completed the research questionnaire were included
in the study and vice versa. The final student par-
ticipation rate was 91% and the teacher participa-
tion rate was 96%. Data were collected during the
2013 academic school year. A teacher and a student
from the same school completed the research ques-
tionnaire on the same day. A research assistant met
each of them separately in the school on a school
day, explained the research, and was on hand to
answer any of their questions.

Results

Identification of Victimized Students

In order to study identification of victimized
students’, responses on the victimization scale
were summed into a dichotomous variable: victim
or nonvictim (Table 1). Four statistical indicators
were calculated in order to evaluate the differences
between students’ self-report on victimization and
their identification by their own teachers: sensitiv-
ity, specificity, PPV, and NPV. As can be seen in
Table 2, the teachers identified 68%–88% of the
students who reported themselves as victims of
severe physical violence (n = 61), 32%–54% of
those who were victims of sexual violence
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(n = 43), and 30%–70% of those who were victims
of weapon use (n = 38). From a developmental
perspective, higher levels of identifications were
demonstrated by teachers of 8th graders compared
to those of 6th and 10th graders. It should be
noted that while teachers demonstrated only a low
to moderate ability to identify victims of severe
violence in the 6th and 10th grade, they were able
to identify all students who had never been vic-
timized in all grades.

Identification of Perpetrators

Using the list of students in their classroom, the
students identified 359 (of 2,454) of their classmates
as perpetrators (15%). Of these, 136 (17%) of 798
were identified by 6th graders, 119 (15%) of 782 by
8th graders, and 104 (12%) of 874 by 10th graders.
The teachers identified only 170 students from the
list as perpetrators (80 in 6th grade, 57 in 8th grade,
and 33 in 10th grade).

Logistic regression analysis with grade as a cate-
gorical variable was used to measure the teachers’
identification rate. The results indicated significant
differences in identification rates among teachers in
the three grades, v2(2) = 16.82; p < .001. The find-
ings point to a 59% match between teachers and
students in identifying perpetrators in the 6th grade
(B = 1.12; SE B = .27; Wald = 16.86, p < .001;
eB = 1.98), 48% in the 8th grade (B = 0.68; SE
B = .28; Wald = 52.96, p < .01; eB = 3.07), and 32%
in the 10th grade. Pairwise comparisons using Bon-
ferroni analysis revealed a significant difference
between teachers in the 10th grade and teachers in
the 6th and 8th grades.

Discussion

The findings of Study 1 show that teachers are
generally unaware of many of their students being
either perpetrators or victims of severe violence.
Previous studies have already revealed a gap
between students and their teachers in their overall
evaluation of various forms of violence and of dif-
ferent risk behaviors in schools (Ahn et al., 2013;
Brener et al., 2002). Although these studies were
based on mean levels of violence, the present study
provides the first evidence on the ability of teachers
to identify specific students in their classroom and
that teachers are not aware of the behavior of speci-
fic students.

A few important trends regarding victims of sev-
ere violence can be seen from the results of the pre-
sent study. First, 6th and 10th graders are at greater
risk of not being identified by their teachers as vic-
tims of violence. Second, victims of sexual violence
and weapon use are at greater risk of not being
identified as victims than victims of physical vio-
lence. Specifically, over 40% of 8th graders and
most victims of sexual violence and weapon use in

Table 1
Number of Victims of Severe Physical Violence, Sexual Violence, and
Weapon Use Among 6th, 8th, and 10th Graders Who Participated in
Study 1

Form of violence Victimization

Grade

6th 8th 10th

Physical Yes 22 16 23
No 16 30 23

Sexual Yes 8 14 22
No 30 32 24

Weapon use Yes 5 13 20
No 33 33 26

Note. Victimization was measured as the mean of items referring
to each violence form. Victims include students who reported
that they were victims of even one act of violence within the past
month.

Table 2
Comparison of Sensitivity, Specificity, Positive Predictive Value (PPV), and Negative Predictive Value (NPV) of Teachers’ Identification of Victim-
ized Students

Form of violence

Physical Sexual Weapon use

Grade 6 Grade 8 Grade 10 Grade 6 Grade 8 Grade 10 Grade 6 Grade 8 Grade 10

Sensitivity 0.68 0.88 0.70 0.38 0.54 0.32 0.40 0.69 0.30
Specificity 0.80 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.97 0.92 1.00 1.00 1.00
PPV 0.83 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.88 0.78 1.00 1.00 1.00
NPV 0.63 0.94 0.77 0.86 0.84 0.59 0.92 0.89 0.65
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6th and 10th grades are not known to their home-
room teachers. Unless teachers approach them, any
information about perpetrators would not be gath-
ered. The explanation for these findings is beyond
the scope of the present study. It is, however, possi-
ble that students in the transition between elemen-
tary to high school are regarded as being at greater
risk for many behavioral, emotional, and educa-
tional difficulties (Topping, 2011), so that teachers
are more concerned and aware of them. Being able
to identify more students who suffer from physical
violence than students who suffer from sexual vio-
lence or weapon use can be a result of the overt
aspects that characterize physical violence. It is also
easier for students to share such information, as
will also be seen from the results of the present
study (Study 3).

Identifying perpetrators also seems to be a great
challenge for teachers. As reviewed earlier, studies
discuss how difficult it is for teachers to identify
students who may act violently in the future. The
findings of the present study show that teachers do
not identify about 40% of the students who use vio-
lence in 6th grade, 50% of them in 8th grade, and
about 70% of them in 10th grade. These students
are known as perpetrators to their peers but were
never brought to the attention of their teachers. The
fact that teachers are aware of most of the violent
students in the sixth grade is a source of strength
and can be explained by the fact that the elemen-
tary school homeroom teachers are those who teach
most of their students’ classes and spend much of
their time with them (Ministry of Education, 1994).
It may therefore allow them a closer look and more
involvement in what is happening with them.
Nonetheless, they are not aware of two of every
five violent students in their classroom, a number
that increases with the students’ age.

In conclusion, the findings of Study 1 point to the
role of victims as a potential source of information
about perpetrators and set the base for Study 2.
Future studies are needed in order to elaborate the
findings of Study 1 and reveal those factors that may
influence the knowledge of teachers about severe
violence compared to information held by their stu-
dents. This is beyond the scope of the present study.

Study 2

The findings of Study 1 provide solid support for
the main hypothesis posited in the present study,
that victims hold information about perpetrators
that is not available to their teachers. As discussed,

seeking help or reporting would therefore be advis-
able as a successful way for identification and early
detection of violent students in school. The main
question is, therefore, what are the factors that can
enhance students’ willingness to approach their
teachers for help and specifically for dealing with
severe violence. Because no previous studies
revealed these factors, this was the aim of Study 2.

Method

Participants

A random sample of 30 students from 6th, 8th,
and 10th grades (10 from each grade) participated
in the study. The participants were randomly sam-
pled from the schools which participated in Study 1
(but who themselves did not participate in Study
1). Half of the participants from each grade were
boys and half were girls. All participants were
Hebrew speakers, about 10% of them immigrated
to Israel within the past 10 years (range: 8–
10 years), 20% reported being an observant Jew.

Instruments

Data were collected through conversational
(open-ended) and semistructured in-depth inter-
views. Questions were aimed at understanding the
factors that inhibit or enhance students’ willingness
to seek help for dealing with, or with what would
become, severe violence. The participants were
asked general questions about their own and their
friends’ experience with violence in school. They
were then asked about their willingness to seek
help in general and from the teachers and other
school staff in particular. The interviews were
dynamic and interactive and the order of questions
changed between participants in order to allow the
flow of the interview and the involvement of the
interviewee (Rubin & Rubin, 2011). Questions
included, for example: “How much and what type
of violence is there in your school?”, “What do you
do when violence takes place?”, “Do you see any of
your teachers as potential help providers for deal-
ing with violence? Why?”, and “What is necessary
for you to report or seek help for violence from
your teacher?”

Procedure

Interviews and data collection were approved by
the Ministry of Education’s chief scientist and par-
ents’ informed consent were obtained prior to the

60 Yablon



onset of the study. The students received a letter
from the research team and were invited to freely
participate in the study. The participation rate was
83%.

Data were collected during the 2013 academic
school year. Individual interviews were held with
each of the students during a school day at the
school. The interviews lasted 30–45 min and were
recorded. Interviews were conducted by three qual-
ified research assistants who hold an MA in educa-
tional counseling. Confidentiality was assured and
the participants were told that they could stop the
interview or quit at any point and with no harm to
them or to the study. At the end of the interview,
the students received a small gift (a paper note-
book) for their participation.

Because the study deals with student victimiza-
tion, all participants received a written form of
informative guidelines on what they can do (now
or in the future) if they want to receive further
help. They also received additional information and
guidelines during the interviews on what to do and
how to receive help when necessary.

Results and Discussion

Qualitative data analysis was carried out by the
author of this article, who was assisted by two
researchers trained in qualitative research methods.
Data analysis was performed in four stages. In the
first stage, we repeatedly read the interview tran-
scripts and all other data in order to obtain an over-
all picture of the processes and a deep
understanding of the experiences undergone by
each participant (Giorgi, 2000). In the second stage
of analysis, we looked at each interview and identi-
fied the themes that appeared in it. This allowed us
to focus our reading of the data and reduce the
amount of data used for the categories relevant to
our study (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Findings of
previous studies were taken into account when
organizing data around categories. In the third
stage, we searched for repetitions and methodology
in the descriptions of the participants and collected
data. The repeated topics were organized into pri-
mary categories. Additional categories were defined
based on the research questions, even though these
appeared at a lower frequency. In the last stage of
analysis, we reduced our categories solely to those
with great significance and importance for under-
standing the phenomenon and providing answers
to the research questions. Overall, agreement
among the three reviewers on the selected cate-
gories was 86%, with a kappa of .87. The categories

which were identified from the interviews as
explaining students’ willingness to seek help or
report severe violence to their teachers are summa-
rized in Table 3.

Previous studies have shown that the willingness
to seek help varies across situations and that

Table 3
Summary of Factors Explaining Students’ Willingness to Seek Help or
Report Severe Violence to Their Teachers

Category Explanation Example

Positive
relationships
with teachers

Strong, open, and
ongoing positive
relationship with
the teacher
regardless of a
specific need

“I turned to my
teacher because
she knows me and
supports me all
the time”

Teachers’
availability

Open access and
communication
via multiple
communication
platforms and
clear information
about accessibility

“When I need my
teacher I know
exactly when and
where to find her”

Teachers’
ability to
assist

The perception that
even if this is an
unclear need or
situation, the
teacher can
provide the right
help

“Whatever it is she
knows what to
do”

Confidentiality The level of reliance
on the help
provider that the
identity of the one
who approached
for help would be
kept confidential

“The most
important thing
for me is that no
one here will
know about the
things that
happened to me”
“There is no
chance I would
talk to anyone
here . . . everyone
will know about
this in a minute”

Level of
exposure to
violence

The frequency of a
violent act or the
gravity of an
incident

“When it didn’t
stop, I realized I
needed to ask
someone for
assistance”
“It was shocking
(when it
happened). I
needed to do
something but
didn’t know
what”
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different factors may explain the willingness to seek
help in each. Furthermore, a long list, sometimes
mixed, and even contradictory, of variables was
found in different studies so that no conclusion
could be reached for understanding the factors that
can explain the willingness to seek help specifically
for severe violence in school. The exploratory find-
ings of Study 2 therefore reveal these factors and
set the base for a large-scale investigation as carried
out in Study 3.

The unique contribution of the findings of Study
2 will be elaborated in the General Discussion.
However, it should be noted that the findings point
to unique elements that are related specifically to
the willingness to seek help for severe violence.
Foremost, positive relationships with teachers
appeared important in two different ways. From a
psychological perspective it appeared that psycho-
logical costs of seeking help decrease when forming
positive relationships with the students, because the
students view the teachers more as informal help
providers than formal ones. Another aspect of posi-
tive relationships with the teachers, which usually
does not associate with the teachers’ work, is that it
enables the process of facilitated disclosure (Schaef-
fer et al., 2011). This means that when teachers
form positive relationships with their students, they
can encourage them to share their feelings or expe-
riences with difficult situations such as violence.
The teacher, rather than the student, initiates the
discussion, but the student responds positively and
shares the information.

Another factor that was found to be essential for
seeking help for severe violence is confidentiality.
Confidentiality is apparently a serious barrier for
students to seek help from their teachers, and is of
utmost importance for those who eventually do
seek help or report in other cases as well (Bersoff,
2014). In schools, however, this should receive
unique attention, as confidentiality is a challenging
aspect for teachers and other school professionals.
They usually cannot promise confidentiality,
because providing treatment sometimes means that
additional people and professionals must be
involved and also because according to state laws
they must report such severe forms of violence
(Ministry of Education, 2008).

The findings of Study 2 also stress the theoretical
and practical aspects of the role of teachers in
schools as mental health providers (Franklin, Kim,
Ryan, Kelly, & Montgomery, 2012). Thus, it
appeared that it is important for teachers to be
qualified to provide help for students and identify
students who are at risk. Elaborating the discussion

on such roles of teachers in schools is beyond the
scope of this study, and should receive more atten-
tion in future discussions.

Study 3

Following the exploratory findings of Study 2, the
aim of Study 3 was to empirically investigate the
five factors that were found to explain students’
willingness to seek help or report severe violence.

Method

Participants

The research sample consisted of 524 students
(243 boys, 275 girls, and 6 who did not state their
gender) who were randomly sampled from state-
run Jewish schools across the country. The partici-
pants included 178 sixth graders (Mage = 11.54;
SD = .33) studying in elementary schools, 194
eighth graders (Mage = 13.64; SD = .52) studying in
junior high schools, and 152 tenth graders
(Mage = 15.49; SD = .48) studying in high schools.
For sampling, the country was divided into seven
sections based on the Ministry of Education’s divi-
sion into districts. The sample size from each dis-
trict was based on the district’s relative size. Only
schools whose students did not participate in Study
1 or Study 2 were included in the sample. Overall,
students were sampled from 35 schools with 10–20
students sampled from each classroom (participa-
tion rate was 74%–92%). All participants were
Hebrew speakers, about 6% of them immigrated to
Israel within the past 10 years (range: 4–10 years),
15% reported being an observant Jew.

Instruments

Victimization. The measure of exposure to severe
physical violence, sexual violence, and weapon use
was based on the school violence questionnaire
developed by Benbenishty et al. (2002), as was used
and described in Study 1.

Help-seeking questionnaire. Willingness to seek
help, the perception about teachers’ ability to assist,
and level of confidentiality were based on self-
report items following each of the items on the vic-
timization scale. Help seeking was measured as a
categorical variable with reference to each question
on the victimization scale. The students were asked
whether they sought help or reported to their
homeroom teacher about each act of violence
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(1 = yes, 2 = no, 3 = sought help from someone else in
school). The students were also asked to rate the
measure of perceived ability of the teacher to help
for each of the violence forms and the level of con-
fidentiality they can promise using a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much).
These scales were previously used in studies con-
ducted with Israeli students to measure their per-
ceptions of teachers and school counselor
characteristics (National Authority for Measurement
and Evaluation in Education, 2014).

Relationship with teacher. The students’ relation-
ship with their teacher was measured using the
Network of Relationship Inventory–Revised (Fur-
man & Buhrmester, 1985). Two subscales represent-
ing the relationship qualities of closeness and trust
were used: support and intimacy. The support scale
contained items such as: “To what extent can you
depend on your teacher to cheer things up?” The
intimacy scale included items such as: “To what
extent do you tell your teacher everything?” The
students were asked to respond to the nine items
and indicate how strongly each attribute was expe-
rienced in their relationships with their teacher
using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at
all) to 5 (very much). The items were summed to
yield a single relationship index (Cronbach’s
a = .92).

Availability. The availability of the teacher for
students was measured using a seven-item self-
report scale developed by Gelerenter (2009). The
participants were asked to rate the extent to
which teachers are available for them on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very
much), based on various communication platforms
including being in their room; being accessible at
school; communicating via e-mail, telephone, or
Internet; holding personal meetings; and respond-
ing when left a message. All items were summed
to yield a single availability index (Cronbach’s
a = .91).

Sociodemographic characteristics. A sociodemo-
graphic questionnaire was used to elicit information
on the participants’ age, gender, and other school
demographics.

Procedure

Following the approval of data collection and
questionnaires by the Ministry of Education’s chief
scientist, parents’ informed consent was obtained
through the schools. Data were collected during the
2013 academic school year. The research question-
naires were administered to the participants during

a school day by a research assistant who explained
the aims of the study and the questionnaires.
Respondent anonymity was assured, and the stu-
dents were told not to write names or any identify-
ing details on the forms.

Results

To examine within classroom level effects, intra-
class correlation (ICC) coefficients were computed
for all independent variables when group size was
≥ 12. All ICCs ranged from .02 to .06, indicating no
nested effect between classrooms (Woltman, Feld-
stain, MacKay, & Rocchi, 2012).

In order to study students’ willingness to seek
help, only students who were victims of at least one
incident of physical violence (n = 128), sexual vio-
lence (n = 99), or weapon use (n = 77) were included
in the analysis (Table 4). Descriptive statistics of stu-
dents’ willingness to seek help revealed that only
28.6% of the students who were victims of violence
sought help from their teachers for dealing with
physical violence, 25.9% for dealing with sexual vio-
lence, and 33.9% for dealing with weapon use. More
girls sought help than boys for dealing with physical
violence, girls = 68.9%, boys = 31.1%; v2(1) = 5.39;
p < .05, and with weapon use, girls = 64.8%, boys =
35.2%; v2(1) = 4.33; p < .05, whereas no differences
were found for sexual violence (girls = 51.6%,
boys = 48.4%; v2(1) = 0.04; p > .05).

Three logistic regression models were used to
predict help seeking from homeroom teachers for
physical violence, sexual violence, and weapon use
(0 = did not seek help, 1 = sought help). The inde-
pendent variables were level of exposure to vio-
lence, relationship with the teacher, the teacher’s

Table 4
Number of Victims of Severe Physical Violence, Sexual Violence, and
Weapon Use Among 6th, 8th, and 10th Graders Who Participated in
Study 3

Form of violence Victimization

Grade

6th 8th 10th

Physical Yes 48 45 35
No 130 147 117

Sexual Yes 28 39 32
No 148 155 118

Weapon use Yes 22 29 26
No 156 165 124

Note. Victimization was measured as the mean of items referring
to each violence form. Victims include students who reported
that they were victims of even one act of violence within the past
month.
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availability, the teacher’s ability to assist, and confi-
dentiality. Gender and age were also included in
the model as predicting variables. All three models
were found to be statistically significant (Table 5),
with an overall prediction success of 92.3% for
physical violence, 91.6% for sexual violence, and
86.2% for weapon use. As can be seen from Table 5,
the relationship with the teacher is the most impor-
tant factor in predicting help seeking for all three
forms of violence. The odds of seeking help for vio-
lence increased with the increase in positive rela-
tionships with the teachers. The level of exposure to
violence also predicted the willingness to seek help
in each of the three forms of violence, with the
odds for approaching the teacher increasing when
suffering greater violence. The teacher’s ability to
assist contributed only to explaining the willingness
to seek help for dealing with physical and sexual
violence but not for weapon use.

Discussion

The most salient finding of Study 3 is that stu-
dents’ relationships with their teachers are a key
factor in predicting their willingness to seek help.
Such positive relations between students and teach-
ers have been shown to be important for students’
well-being in many other areas as well (Cicchetti,
2003; Noam & Hermann, 2002; Pianta, 1999). From
a psychological point of view, such positive rela-
tionships may lessen the psychosocial costs
attached to help seeking, such as the threat to self-
esteem and embarrassment (Vogel, Wester, & Lar-
son, 2007). Positive relationships with teachers may

also shift the focus from teachers as formal help
providers to that of informal help providers, who
are consistently preferred as help providers by stu-
dents (Leach & Rickwood, 2009). Such positive rela-
tionships also lead to greater knowledge on the
teachers’ ability to assist (Yablon, 2010), which then
increases the willingness to turn to them for help.

The fact that a higher perception of the teacher’s
ability to assist was related to the willingness to
seek help for dealing with physical and sexual vio-
lence, but not for weapon use, may suggest that
students have different expectations from teachers
in helping with each of the violence forms. Also,
because zero-tolerance policies are associated with
weapon use in schools, it is possible that students
do not consider the teacher’s ability to assist in such
cases as a relevant factor.

General Discussion

In response to the need for early detection of severe
violence in schools, the findings of the present
study provide evidence, the first of its kind, on dif-
ferences between teachers and students in the iden-
tification of perpetrators of severe violence in
school. The findings suggest that early detection of
a large number of perpetrators can be performed
via their victims. The findings show that teachers
do not identify about 40% of perpetrators in 6th
grade, about 50% in 8th grade, and over 70% in
10th grade. The findings also show that, on aver-
age, teachers do not recognize 60% of victims of
sexual violence, 55% of victims of weapon use, and

Table 5
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Help Seeking From Teachers for Severe Physical Violence, Sexual Violence, and Weapon Use

Predictor

Physical Weapon use Sexual

B SE B Wald eB B SE B Wald eB B SE B Wald eB

Relationships 1.17*** .35 10.92 3.21 0.83** .35 5.76 2.30 0.86*** .28 9.29 2.37
Availability �0.38 .33 1.35 0.68 �0.07 .31 0.04 0.94 �0.59** .26 5.29 0.55
Exposure 0.83*** .19 19.78 2.30 0.63* .32 3.95 1.88 0.53*** .13 17.07 1.70
Ability to assist 0.84*** .24 12.17 2.32 0.21 .19 1.17 1.23 0.76*** .16 22.24 2.14
Confidentiality �0.41 .27 2.19 0.67 0.27 .21 1.67 1.31 �0.40*** .15 6.68 0.67
Age �0.12 .20 0.36 0.89 �0.59** .22 7.38 0.56 �0.15 .19 0.65 0.86
Gender 0.48 .43 1.24 1.61 �0.49 .42 1.34 0.61 0.24 .36 0.46 1.27
Constant �7.87 2.31
v2 71.44*** 33.17*** 85.32***
df 7 7 7
Nagelkerke R2 .35 .20 .34

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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26% of victims of physical violence. These students
therefore do not receive the necessary support at
school, and the information they hold about perpe-
trators is not shared with the teachers.

A review of the research literature on early
detection of violence shows that each of the existing
approaches has many limitations and an overall
low success rate (Cornell et al., 2009; Morrison &
Skiba, 2001; Mulvey & Cauffman, 2001; Reddy
et al., 2001). The main assumption of the present
study was that gathering information from victims
can more successfully lead to the detection of per-
petrators and can be used for intervention and
before violence escalates even further.

It should be mentioned that no claim is made
that students’ reports need to be taken without cau-
tion. Previous studies have already discussed the
reliability and validity of students’ reports on vio-
lence in general, and in comparison to reports made
by teachers, counselors, peers, and objective obser-
vers (e.g., Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002; Pelle-
grini & Bartini, 2000). Findings show that on the
one hand, students appeared to report reliably over
time (Brener et al., 2002). On the other hand, there
are cognitive and situational biases that increase the
inaccuracy of reports (Brener, Billy, & Grady, 2003).
It should however be noted that whereas those
studied usually discuss students’ self-report using
various scales, the present study deals with reports
made by individual students who seek help from
their school teacher for dealing with a specific prob-
lem. Although false reports are still possible, their
likelihood is even smaller. It is also interesting to
note that previous studies showed that students
with unreliable reports tend to report more violence
victimizations (Rosenblatt & Furlong, 1997) rather
than omit or fake victimization. Therefore, from the
findings of the present study it is suggested that
students’ reports should be counted, serve as a
basis for a detection of severe violence in school,
and be used for further elaboration and for gaining
a deeper understanding of the circumstances and
involved students (Schaeffer et al., 2011). Because
students are mostly reluctant to report and seek
help from their teachers (Boulton et al., 2013; Cortes
& Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014; Eliot et al., 2010;
Yablon, 2010), the findings of the present study also
revealed the factors that are important for students
for approaching their teachers. Building strong and
positive relationships with their teachers is appar-
ently the most important factor. This finding is sup-
ported by a large body of studies that raise the
importance of such positive relationships with
teachers in many other aspects of students’ lives

(Cicchetti, 2003; Noam & Hermann, 2002; Pianta,
1999).

It should be noted that many studies have previ-
ously investigated factors that explain students’
willingness to seek help in various fields, including
violence in school. Although some findings, such as
age and gender, are consistent, they generally
change according to the problem children face.
Reporting violence in school, and especially acts of
severe violence, has unique characteristics as it
involves social, emotional, and developmental
aspects. Victims of such violence have many barri-
ers that stop them from sharing their experience
with others (Schaeffer et al., 2011). The findings of
the present study indicate that students in higher
grades are at greater risk for not reporting victim-
ization, for not being identified by their teachers as
victims, and for not being identified by their teach-
ers as perpetrators. Because these findings interact
with the fact that with age, many students lose
close relationships with teachers and other adults
(Pianta, 1999), the findings stress the need for
investments in building such relationships for pre-
vention and intervention.

It should be noted that the present study was
conducted in Israel and relates to students’ willing-
ness to seek help from their homeroom teachers.
In Israel, students are assigned to a class at the
beginning of the first school year in each school
level. They study most of their lessons with the
same class as a group, while the teachers move
from classroom to classroom during the day. Each
class is assigned a homeroom teacher and subject
matter teachers. In elementary school, the home-
room teachers teach most of the curriculum,
whereas in junior and high schools, the homeroom
teachers teach only one subject and hold the home-
room teacher position as well. Nonetheless, they
have 1–3 weekly hours for meeting and spending
time with their students (usually one for a group
session and another 1–2 hr for individual meet-
ings) and must be in the school at least 5 days a
week (teaching other classes) in order to be avail-
able for their homeroom students (Ministry of
Education, 1994). This may affect the findings of
the present study, and generalization of the find-
ings should be made accordingly. It is expected,
however, that if the detection rates and willingness
to seek help from homeroom teachers are so low,
they will be even lower for other teachers. Enhanc-
ing students’ willingness to approach their teachers
about violence may therefore be more difficult in
other settings yet have the potential to dramati-
cally increase the ability of teachers and schools to
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detect perpetrators and identify early signs of sev-
ere violence.

The present study is not without limitations.
First, the findings of Study 1 were interpreted in a
way that teachers’ identification of perpetrators
was compared to the ones made by their students.
As already discussed, previous studies show that
overall students’ reports on violence are reliable
(Ladd & Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2002). It is, however,
possible that responses are biased and some reports
may even be false. In future studies it may be help-
ful to use additional informants and elaborate a
discussion on the contribution of different infor-
mants. Similarly, in studying students’ willingness
to seek help, we looked only at victimization, but
without referring to all types of victims. Another
limitation of the study relates to the fact that Study
3 is based on self-reports only. Although such a
research design is common in the study of stu-
dents’ help seeking, the effects of possible shared
variance should be taken into account. Finally,
although the present study was based on three dif-
ferent samples, it is limited in demographic diver-
sity. Future research should examine students’
willingness to seek help within more ethnically
diverse samples.
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