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Abstract. The current study examined the effects of a community-based, whole-
school peer victimization prevention program (WITS Primary Program), imple-
mented from Grades 1 to 3, on trajectories of child-reported peer victimization
and help-seeking and teacher-reported social-emotional adjustment from Grades 1
to 6. This quasi-experimental design followed a cohort of 432 children in 11
program and 6 comparison public elementary schools over 6 years. There were
significant and meaningful effects of the WITS Primary Program on linear
changes in physical victimization (Cohen’s d = .17), relational victimization
(Cohen’s d = .20), and social competence (Cohen’s d = .20); significant and
small effects on physical aggression (Cohen’s d = .09); and nonsignificant effects
for help seeking and internalizing (Cohen’s d values = .04 and .10, respectively)
during elementary school. Following the transition into middle school, the pro-
gram effects faded, with the exception of some subgroups in high-risk contexts.
Our findings suggest that peer victimization prevention programming imple-
mented in early elementary school may need to be sustained to maintain the
promising early intervention gains through the transition into middle school.

Studies across North America and Eu-
rope converge in reporting that approximately
10% to 30% of children are persistently vic-
timized by peers in school (Nansel et al., 2001;
Olweus, 2005). Peer victimization includes in-
tentional acts of physical (e.g., hitting) and

relational (e.g., friendship withdrawal) harm
committed by one or more children and di-
rected against a physically or socially less
powerful peer (Crick & Grotpeter, 1996; Ol-
weus, 2005). Although the past 20 years of
research on peer victimization has sharpened
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understanding of the associated risk factors
and social-emotional problems (e.g., Lead-
beater & Hoglund, 2009; Troop-Gordon &
Ladd, 2005), knowledge and implementation
of efficacious, applied strategies to prevent
peer victimization and related problems have
lagged behind this basic developmental
research.

Increased awareness of the risks associ-
ated with peer victimization has motivated the
development and implementation of several
well-intentioned antibullying programs. How-
ever, only a handful of these initiatives have
been evaluated, have demonstrated efficacy, or
have been analyzed appropriately (Merrell,
Gueldner, Ross, & Isava, 2008; Ryan &
Smith, 2009). Program evaluations have typi-
cally been limited to follow-ups of 18 months
or less, restricting understanding of the long-
term efficacy of these programs in reducing
bullying or victimization. Additional limita-
tions have restricted the widespread uptake of
these initiatives. Many lack breadth (e.g., they
give youth a 1-hr presentation or a pamphlet
on bullying) and focus solely on the perpetra-
tors of physical abuse. In addition, few have
taken a whole-school approach to address bul-
lying, have targeted relational aggression, or
have focused on the victims, especially during
the early elementary years when peer prob-
lems may be most amenable to change.

The purpose of the current study is to
investigate whether a community-based,
whole-school program for the prevention of
peer victimization and promotion of social
competence in Grades 1-3 (WITS Primary
Program) alters trajectories of peer victimiza-
tion, help seeking, and social-emotional ad-
justment over 6 years, throughout elementary
school and across the transition into middle
school. In the following, we review the theo-
retical and empirical basis for examining the
effectiveness of the WITS Primary Program
on altering these developmental trajectories.

Prevention of Peer Victimization

Peer victimization is consistently asso-
ciated both concurrently and over time with
social-emotional problems, including fewer
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socially competent behaviors and more ag-
gression and internalizing problems (Fox &
Boulton, 2005; Leadbeater & Hoglund, 2009;
Troop-Gordon & Ladd, 2005). Such findings
have garnered substantial attention from the
media, educators, and policy makers, and have
served as a catalyst for the development and
implementation of school-based antibullying
initiatives, but few programs focus on the vic-
tims or start in the early grades.

Three whole-school antibullying pro-
grams that have been evaluated (but only over
a few months) are directly relevant for the
current program evaluation: the Olweus Bul-
lying Prevention Program (Olweus, 2005), the
KiVa Program (Kérnd, Voeten, Little, Poski-
parta, Kaljonen, & Salmivalli, 2011), and the
Steps to Respect Program (Frey, Hirschstein,
& Edstrom, 2009). The most commonly im-
plemented antibullying program is the Olweus
Bullying Prevention Program designed for
children in Grades 4-7 and junior high (OI-
weus, 2005). This program takes a multisys-
tems approach to target the school climate and
teacher awareness of bullying via school and
classroom meetings and rules that address bul-
lying. Results from 12- to 18-month follow-up
evaluations in Norway indicate that this pro-
gram decreased levels of bullying and in-
creased children’s prosocial interactions and
attitudes toward school (Olweus, 2005). Find-
ings were stronger for younger (Grades 4-5)
than older (Grades 6—7) children, suggesting
that early antibullying interventions may be
most efficacious. However, replications of this
program outside of Norway have been mixed
(e.g., Black & Jackson, 2007).

Similarly, the KiVa intervention in Fin-
land designed for children in Grades 1-3,
4-6, and 7-9 takes a whole-school approach
to preventing bullying (Kédrnd et al., 2011).
This program delivers ten 2-hr lessons that
focus on bystander behavior, empathy toward
the victims, and strategies to support the vic-
tim. A short-term, large-scale school-random-
ized design (39 program and 39 control
schools) with children in Grades 4—6 found
that self-reported bullying and victimization
and self-efficacy for defending victims and
peer-reported victimization decreased by the
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9-month follow-up (Kérni et al., 2011). No
effects were found for peer-reported bullying
or self-reported antibullying attitudes, empa-
thy toward victims, or bystander behaviors. In
contrast to Olweus (2005), intervention effects
were larger for older children but program
effects for children in Grades 1-3 are still
forthcoming. Clearly, longer term follow-up is
needed.

The Steps to Respect Program in the
United States was designed for children in
Grades 3—-6 and targets staff awareness and
responsiveness and children’s social-emo-
tional adjustment (Frey et al., 2009). This pro-
gram delivers 10 lessons over a 12-week pe-
riod that focus on positive peer relationships
and how to recognize and report bullying. A
short-term, school-randomized design (3 pro-
gram and 3 control schools) with children in
Grades 3-5 found that observer-rated bullying
and victimization decreased and growth in
children’s acceptance of bullying slowed by
the 18-month follow-up (Frey et al., 2009).
Changes were not observed in self-reported
bullying or victimization. These effects may
be limited by the small sample size, modest
number of lessons delivered over a short time,
or the short-term follow-up.

Antibullying interventions that focus on
the victims of peer aggression that begin early
when problematic peer relationships may be
most amenable to change, and that are empir-
ically evaluated over substantial time are rare
(Merrell et al., 2008; Ryan & Smith, 2009).
The current study examines the effects of the
WITS Primary Program, implemented for 3
years, on trajectories of peer victimization,
help seeking, and social-emotional adjustment
over 6 years.

The WITS Primary Program
Theory of Change

The WITS Primary Program (www.
witsprogram.ca) is acommunity-based, school-
wide intervention that targets children’s so-
cially competent behaviors and risks for peer
victimization in Grades 1-3. Consistent with a
prevention science perspective (e.g., Nation et
al., 2003), the theoretical framework of the

WITS Primary Program is informed by a de-
velopmental science emphasis on supporting
the social ecologies that can directly and indi-
rectly influence children’s developmental
competencies (Bronfenbrenner, 1989), as well
as on young children’s social perspective co-
ordination (Selman, 2003). WITS provides de-
velopmentally appropriate curricula for ele-
mentary school children that teachers and
schools can easily adopt; offers online training
for teachers and schools to build capacity and
sustain the program post evaluation; and starts
early when children’s vulnerabilities to vic-
timization are established and may be most
amenable to change. WITS is guided by a
theory of change that proposes to reduce chil-
dren’s risks for peer victimization directly
through its program messages and activities
that enhance adults’ responsiveness and indi-
rectly through its focus on enhancing all chil-
dren’s conflict resolution skills and social
competencies (Leadbeater & Hoglund, 2009;
Troop-Gordon & Ladd, 2005).

WITS stands for Walk away (and seek
help), Ignore it (and seek help), Talk it out
(and seek help), and Seek help. The WITS
acronym offers young children simple, de-
velopmentally appropriate conflict resolu-
tion strategies for handling peer conflicts
that are often encouraged by antibullying
programs (Olweus, 2005). Research also sup-
ports these strategies as key ways for young
children to manage peer conflicts (Fox &
Boulton, 2005; Hunter, Boyle, & Warden,
2004; Kochenderfer-Ladd & Pelletier, 2008).
WITS is a common language that adults in
children’s schools, communities, and homes
can use to reinforce children’s peaceful con-
flict resolution.

WITS messages, storybook-based les-
son plans, and activities are used to enhance
children’s awareness of peer victimization and
skills in resolving interpersonal conflicts, as
well as adults’ responsiveness to children’s
requests for help. Through its consistent mes-
sages and activities, WITS targets risks for
peer victimization directly while also targeting
all children’s help-seeking and socially com-
petent behaviors as proximal mechanisms to
reduce risks for peer victimization (Fox &

195



School Psychology Review, 2012, Volume 41, No. 2

Boulton, 2005; Hunter et al.,, 2004,
Kochenderfer-Ladd & Skinner, 2002). Al-
though the WITS messages do not specifically
teach the idea of seeking help for others being
victimized, by improving children’s aware-
ness of peer victimization, conflict resolution
skills, and social competence, universal pro-
grams may encourage bystanders to take a
stand against victimization (e.g., Salmivalli,
Voeten, & Poskiparta, 2011). When children’s
social competence is enhanced and risks for
victimization are diminished, reductions in co-
occurring aggression and internalizing prob-
lems may also occur (Fox & Boulton, 2005;
Leadbeater & Hoglund, 2009). Fostering
teachers’ awareness of and responsiveness to
episodes of peer victimization is also essential
to support children in their ability to deal with
peer conflicts. When teachers believe that bul-
lying is normative or think that getting in-
volved is unnecessary, risks for victimization
are likely to remain stable (Kochenderfer-
Ladd & Pelletier, 2008; Yoon & Kerber,
2003).

A 2-year quasi-experimental evaluation
found that WITS reduced aggregate classroom
levels of physical and relational victimization
from Grade 1 to Grade 2 (Leadbeater, Ho-
glund, & Woods, 2003). Follow-up of these
children in the spring of Grade 5 suggested no
meaningful program differences in levels of
victimization (Leadbeater & Hoglund, 2006).
However, these studies used repeated mea-
sures analyses of variance, which uses listwise
deletion rather than contemporary estimation
methods for handling missing data, and did
not apply multilevel analysis to account for the
nesting of children within schools. Subsequent
research using multilevel modeling found sig-
nificant linear declines in physical and rela-
tional victimization from Grade 1 to 3 for
children in the WITS relative to comparison
schools (Giesbrech, Leadbeater, & MacDon-
ald, 2011). These program impacts were rep-
licated in an 18-month, quasi-experimental
study with a second sample of children in
Grades 1 to 3 (Leadbeater & Sukha-
wathanakul, 2011). None of these analyses
assessed program impacts on help seeking or
adjustment problems or the covariation of vic-
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timization with help seeking and social com-
petence over time. Moreover, it is unclear
whether these early effects of WITS are main-
tained across the transition to middle school.

The current study uses multilevel
growth modeling to extend the findings re-
ported earlier by investigating the program
effects on rates of change in child-reported
physical and relational victimization and help
seeking and teacher-reported social compe-
tence, aggression, and internalizing from
Grade 1 to 6. We also assess whether help
seeking and social competence covary over
time with peer victimization and mediate the
program impacts on changes in peer victim-
ization. Lastly, we examine whether program
impacts differ by gender, family risk, or
school-level poverty. Based on the program
theory of change, it is expected that WITS will
contribute directly to greater help seeking, im-
provements in social competence, and reduc-
tions in peer victimization. It is further ex-
pected that help seeking and social compe-
tence will covary negatively over time with
victimization and partially mediate the pro-
gram impacts on peer victimization.

Methods
Participants

Participants included a cohort of
Grade 1 children (N = 432; 51% boys; aver-
age age = 6.3 years) in 17 public elementary
schools in a medium-sized city in western
Canada. At baseline, 65% of children lived in
a two-parent household and 32% lived in a
household with an annual income under
$30,000 (range = less than $8,500 to over
$50,000 per year). Mothers’ education ranged
from “Grade 8” to “university graduate-level,”
with the average level being “some college or
technical training beyond high school.” Chil-
dren represented a range of ethnicities: 73%
Caucasian, 9% Southeast and East Asian, 4%
South Asian, 7% Aboriginal (First Nations,
Inuit, or Métis), 5% other (e.g., Hispanic, Ca-
ribbean), and 2% did not report ethnicity. For
73% of children, English was the only lan-
guage spoken at home.
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Procedures

Consent. Following human ethics ap-
proval from the university and the school
board, consent packages were sent home to all
parents of Grade 1 children in the 17 partici-
pating schools informing them of the study
and seeking consent for participation. The
overall consent rate was 64% across schools
(range = 47% to 91%), and was comparable
across program and comparison schools. Non-
participants included children who did not
speak English and special needs children who
could not be interviewed, for example. Parents
completed a short demographic questionnaire.
Teachers completed questionnaires rating the
social competence, aggressive behaviors, and
internalizing problems for each child in their
class with consent to participate. Children
completed questionnaires on victimization and
help seeking in small class groups (n = 5-20).
One research assistant read all questions aloud
to the children while other assistants sat be-
tween pairs of children to monitor their place-
ment of responses. All children assented to
data collection at each wave. Absent children
completed their survey with a research assis-
tant at a later date. Nonparticipants worked on
an alternative activity with a research
assistant.

School recruitment. In the winter of
2000, public elementary schools (including
teachers, principals, and playground assis-
tants) in the local school district were invited
to attend a 2-hr in-service training session that
was led by the developers of the WITS Pri-
mary Program. This training focused on how
to deliver the program and integrate it into the
existing classroom curricula and school com-
munity (e.g., in the library, on the play-
ground). Schools that attended the training
session were subsequently visited by the uni-
versity researchers in the spring of 2000 to
assess their level of program implementation
and to ensure that all teachers were aware of
the program resources. Thirteen schools indi-
cated that the majority of Grade 1 to 3 teachers
and the principal endorsed the program and
these were invited to participate in a 3-year

program evaluation. Eleven schools agreed to
implement the program for 3 years and re-
ceived the program materials (e.g., resource
guides, storybooks, small items with the WITS
logo for children to take home) needed for
implementation. Six schools in the district that
had not attended the in-service training agreed
to participate as comparison schools. These
schools were using other social skills pro-
grams (e.g., Second Step) and one reported
use of a modified WITS message, replacing
the “Ignore” for “I” statements but with lim-
ited implementation of any WITS components
or activities. In total, 17 public elementary
schools participated in a quasi-experimental
evaluation of the WITS Primary Program. A
cohort of Grade 1 children in these 17 schools
was followed for 6 years, from the fall of
Grade 1 to the spring of Grade 6 (fall of 2000
to the spring of 2006). WITS was imple-
mented for 3 years when the participating chil-
dren were in Grades 1-3 (fall of 2000 to the
spring of 2003). See Figure 1 for a research
design flowchart.

Although the current evaluation design
does not apply the “gold standard” of school-
based randomization, the quasi-experimental
design used here is particularly relevant and
widely used for evaluations of community-
based programs. It has direct relevance for
understanding under what real-world condi-
tions and for whom this program might be
effective (McCall, 2009). Thus, this evalua-
tion can be considered an effectiveness study
of this program for elementary schools that are
particularly likely to adopt and implement this
peer victimization prevention program.

Data collection. Baseline data (W1)
were gathered in the fall of Grade 1. Fol-
low-up data were collected in the spring of
Grade 1 (W2, N = 423; 97.9% retention),
Grade 2 (W3, N = 397;91.9%), Grade 3 (W4,
N = 385; 89.1%), Grade 5 (W5, N = 203;
47.0%), and Grade 6 (W6, N = 238; 55.1%).
Attrition was unrelated to program status.
Children lost to follow-up had moved out of
the school district or could not be located via
their last known school. No data were col-
lected in the spring of Grade 4 because of a
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Eligible Schools
WITS Program Schools WITS Teacher Tralning Comparlson Schools
Winter 2000

Schools Refused (/=2)
Schools Entered (/= 11)

School Enrolment
Spring 2000

Schools Entered (/= 6)

v

v

Eligible (N = 453)
Consented (N = 290)
Consent Rate = 64%

child Eligibility & Consent
Baseline Data Collection:
Fall 2000 (Grade 1)

Eligible (N =221)
Consented (N =142)
Consent Rate = 64%

!

WITS Program Implemented

!

Retained (n = 283;97.6%)
Lost to follow-up (n=7; 2.4%)

Child Retention & Attrition
Wave 2 Data Collection:
Spring 2001 (Grade 1)

Retained (n = 140; 98.6%)
Lost to follow-up (0= 2; 1.4%)

v

¥

Retained (n = 265;91.4%)
Lost to follow-up {n = 25; 8.6%)

Child Retention & Attrition
Wave 3 Data Collection:
Spring 2002 (Grade 2)

Retained (n = 132; 93.0%)
Lost to follow-up (n = 10; 7.0%)

)

)

Retained (n = 257; 88.6%)
Lost to follow-up (n = 33; 11.4%)

Child Retention & Attrition
Wave 4 Data Collection:
Spring 2003 (Grade 3)

Retained (n = 128; 90.1%)
Lost to follow-up (n = 14; 9.9%)

{

WITS Program Completed

|

Fall 2003 - Fall 2004
No Data Collection

v

v

Retained (n = 146; 50.3%)
Lost to follow-up (n = 144; 49.7%)

Child Retention & Attrition
Wave 5 Data Collection:
Spring 2005 [Grade 5)

Retained (n=57; 40.1%)
Lost to follow-up (n = B5; 59.9%)

v

Transition into Middle School

v

Retalned (n = 158; 54.8%)
Lost to follow-up (n = 132; 45.5%)

Child Retention & Attrition
Wave 6 Data Collection:
Spring 2006 (Grade 6)

Retalned (n = 80; 56.3%)
Lost to follow-up (n = 62; 43.7%)

v

v

Anslyzed (/=11; N = 290)

Analysls

Analyzed (/= 6; N = 142)

Figure 1. WITS research design flowchart.

gap in research funding, contributing to the

attrition by Wave 5.

Measures

All constructs were calculated as the
mean of their respective items based on self-
reported and teacher-reported measures. The
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sections.

Peer victimization. Peer victimization
was assessed from self-reported episodes of
physical (5 items; e.g., “get hit by another
other kids kick you or pull your

ELINT3

student,

measures are described in the following
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hair”’) and relational (5 items; e.g., “other kids
leave you out on purpose,” “other kids tell lies
about you”) victimization on the Social Expe-
riences Questionnaire (Crick & Grotpeter,
1996). Children rated how often the events
happened to them on a 3-point scale at Waves
1-4 (0 = never, 1 = sometimes, 2 = almost
all the time) and a 5-point scale at Wave 5 and
Wave 6 (0 = never to 4 = almost all the time).
The Wave 5 and 6 items were rescaled into a
3-point scale for comparability with Waves
1-4. Internal consistencies across waves were
moderate for both physical (a values =.71—
.77) and relational (o values =.70-.80) vic-
timization. Victimization showed low to mod-
erate stability across waves, with higher cor-
relations between contiguous waves (e.g.,
Waves 1 and 2) relative to more distal waves
(e.g., Waves 1 and 6): physical (r =.11, ns
values to .50, p < .01) and relational (» =.08,
ns values to .50, p < .01).

Help seeking. Help seeking was mea-
sured using a modified version of the Rela-
tionship Questionnaire designed to elicit chil-
dren’s interpersonal negotiation strategies in
hypothetical conflicts (Schultz, Selman, &
LaRusso, 2003). Children were read two short
vignettes at Waves 1-4 and four short vi-
gnettes at Waves 5 and 6 where one character
transgresses against one or more characters
(e.g., teases the other characters, hits and
pushes another character). Children were then
presented with four strategies for handling the
conflict (e.g., seek help from the duty teacher,
retaliate) and asked to select which strategy
was the “best” thing to do. Help seeking was
calculated as the number of times that children
endorsed “seek help” as the best strategy.
Help-seeking scores were divided by 2 at
Waves 5 and 6 for comparability with Waves
1-4, resulting in a 3-point scale (0 = never
endorsed help seeking to 2 = endorsed help
seeking in all vignettes). Help seeking showed
low to moderate stability over time (r = .09,
ns values to .41, p < .01).

Social-emotional adjustment. Social-
emotional adjustment was assessed from
teacher reports on the Early School Behavior

Rating Scale (Caldwell & Pianta, 1991) at
Waves 1-4 and on the Behavior Assessment
Scale for Children (Reynolds & Kamphaus,
2002) at Waves 5 and 6. To ensure conceptual
overlap of the constructs, we selected only the
items from both measures that were similar at
face value and that demonstrated acceptable
factorial invariance across waves. Both scales
included overlapping items that assessed so-
cial competence (4 items; e.g., gets along well
with others, shares toys or possessions), phys-
ical aggression (3 items; e.g., fights with oth-
ers, hits others), and internalizing problems (5
items; e.g., cries easily, is sad). Items on both
scales were rated on a 4-point scale (0 =
hardly ever/never to 3 = almost always). In-
ternal consistencies across waves were high
for social competence (a values = .85-91),
aggression (a values = .75-.81), and internal-
izing (« values = .77-.86). These constructs
showed moderate to high stability across
waves: social competence (r = .28-.67, p <
.01), aggression (r = .43-.78, p < .01), and
internalizing (r = .25-.62, p < .01).

Baseline demographic covariates.
We included three baseline covariates in our
primary analyses: child gender (0 = boys, 1 =
girls), family risk (sum of 4 dichotomous in-
dicators; single-parent household, low paren-
tal education, low income, high household
moves; range = 0—4), and school-level pov-
erty (proportion of students on income assis-
tance; range = 3%-24%). We assessed
whether the program effects on changes in the
criterion constructs differed by these covari-
ates. These baseline demographic covariates
did not differ between the WITS or compari-
son schools (see Table 1).

WITS Primary Program

WITS was developed as a collaborative
effort between community members (school
principal, teachers, and a community-based
police group, the Rock Solid Foundation) and
developmental psychologists to ensure that the
program was practical to implement and was
developmentally appropriate. WITS was im-
plemented school-wide by teachers and school
personnel (e.g., playground supervisors, li-
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Table 1
Baseline Demographic Characteristics between the WITS and Comparison Schools

WITS Schools Comparison Schools

Demographic Characteristics J =11 J =06

Individual Characteristics

Participating Children 290 (67.1%) 142 (32.9%)

Gender (% Girls) 49.3% 47.2%

Ethnicity (% Ethnic Minority) 26.6% 22.5%
Family Risk

Single-Parent Household 95 (32.8%) 49 (34.5%)

Low Maternal Education (= High School) 74 (75.5%) 42 (29.6%)

Low Household Income (= $30,000 per annum) 53 (18.3%) 22 (15.5%)

High Household Moves (1 SD above mean) 30 (10.3%) 17 (12.0%)

School Risk
School-Level Poverty®

11.36% (6.17) 14.50% (6.77)

Note.

*Average proportion of students on income assistance (SD) assessed at the school-level. J refers to the number

of schools, the level at which our sample of children is nested.

brarians) with support from community-based
police officers, emergency service personnel,
and university athletes. Teachers integrated
WITS into the language arts curricula by using
selected high-quality storybooks that focus on
a form of bullying and that introduce children
to the WITS messages. In each storybook, the
protagonist uses one or more of the WITS
strategies (e.g., walk away, seek help) to re-
solve an interpersonal conflict. The storybooks
are used as a foundation to support children’s
awareness of bullying and conflict resolution
strategies. Program resource guides identify
storybooks with the WITS themes and include
lesson plans that focus on pre- and postreading
discussion questions specific to each story-
book and also postreading activities that teach-
ers can use to reinforce the WITS messages,
such as role-playing and creative writing. This
program was not prescriptive in terms of the
number of WITS storybooks read or the order
of reading, questions discussed, or activities
completed. However, using one storybook and
associated questions and activities per month
was encouraged. WITS encouraged teachers
and school personnel (e.g., librarians) to select
WITS storybooks for language arts and read-
ing activities, incorporate activities that apply
the WITS messages into daily lesson plans,
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and to recognize children for using their WITS
to resolve conflicts with peers.

A school-wide WITS assembly was held
at the beginning of the school year at which
the community-based police officers con-
ducted a fun and engaging 1-hr “swearing-in-
ceremony.” At this ceremony all children were
“sworn in” as “WITS Special Constables” to
help keep their school safe and to help other
children. In addition, community-based police
officers, emergency service personnel, and
university athletes visited the classrooms on a
monthly basis (~10 min per visit) to reinforce
the message that the WITS strategies are also
important outside the school community. See
Woods, Coyle, Hoglund, and Leadbeater
(2007) for a complete description of the de-
velopment and components of the WITS Pri-
mary Program.

WITS Implementation

At the end of the first, second, and third
years of the evaluation (Waves 2, 3 and 4),
teachers in the WITS schools completed sur-
veys rating the implementation level of WITS
in their schools and classrooms. The imple-
mentation surveys consisted of items rating
the number of teachers in the school using the
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program (1 question), level of training re-
ceived (6 questions; e.g., attended the training
workshop or police assembly), school-level
use of program components (12 questions;
e.g., held school assemblies, had police pre-
sentations, identified WITS books in the li-
brary), and classroom use of program activi-
ties (7 questions; e.g., read a WITS book,
completed a role-play activity, recognized a
child for using their WITS).

The WITS teachers (n = 28-32) reported
moderate program implementation, indicating:
(1) “most” to “all” Grade 1-3 teachers used
the WITS Program, M(SD) at Waves 2, 3,
and 4, in order = 2.59(0.54), 2.74(0.37),
and 2.95(0.15), range = 1.5-3, where 0 =
none to 3 = all; (2) they had received WITS
training from about 3 of 6 possible sources,
M(SD) at Waves 2, 3, and 4, in or-
der = 2.10(0.53), 2.52(0.44), and 2.68(0.76),
range = 1-4, where 0 = none to 6 = all;
(3) their school implemented about 7 of 12
possible WITS components, M(SD) at
Waves 3 and 4, respectively = 7.14(0.67)
and 6.86(1.50), range = 3.79-8.67, where
0 = none to 12 = all; and (4) they imple-
mented WITS activities between “1-2” and
“3—4” times during the past 4 months in their
class, M(SD) at Waves 2, 3 and 4, in or-
der = 1.50(0.27), 1.25(0.35), and 1.19(0.36),
range = 0.58-2, where 0 = never to 3 = 5 or
more times. These findings indicate that most
schools were using over half of the WITS
components and teachers were reading a
WITS storybook and completing a related ac-
tivity about once a month, consistent with
what the program encourages.

At the end of the first, second, and third
years of the evaluation, teachers in the com-
parison schools also completed surveys indi-
cating what social skills programs were used
in their schools and how often these programs
were used. The comparison teachers (n = 15—
17) reported that they used the following so-
cial skills programs “somewhat” to “exten-
sively” in their classrooms: Second Step
(11.8%—-46.7%), Lion’s Quest (0%—-13.3%),
Early Behavior Supports (17.6%-33.3%),
Restitution (11.8%-20.0%), and Virtues
(13.3%-52.9%). At the school level, the re-

ported use and degree of use of these programs
was inconsistent across years. Thus, it is not
possible to compare WITS to any specific
program, particularly as none of the compari-
son schools used any specific program exclu-
sively or extensively. Some comparison teach-
ers also reported that they used the WITS
Program at Waves 3 (11.8%) and 4 (13.3%)
but with low implementation. Significantly
(p < .05) more WITS than comparison teach-
ers at waves 3 and 4, respectively, reported
that “most” to “all” teachers used WITS (Co-
hen’s d = 2.83 and 1.26), they had received
WITS training (Cohen’s d = 3.91 and 1.46),
their school implemented WITS components
(Cohen’s d = 2.63 and 1.29), and they imple-
mented WITS activities in their classrooms
(Cohen’s d = 2.73 and 1.44). Thus, some
comparison teachers were using variations of
WITS by the third-year follow-up but were
implementing these activities at a very low
level.

Data Analytic Strategy

Analyses are presented in four sections.
First, attrition analyses are conducted to ex-
amine any baseline differences between chil-
dren retained and children lost to follow-up at
Wave 6. Second, measurement invariance of
the primary constructs is confirmed across the
six waves of data to ensure that the meaning of
the constructs measured was consistent across
time. Third, the psychometric and descriptive
data for the criterion variables are presented
by program status. Last, a series of multilevel
growth models assessing program differences
in the 6-year trajectories for each of our crite-
rion variables are examined. Model 1 includes
the intercept, linear, and quadratic growth pa-
rameters. Model 2 adds program status at
Level 3 to test program impacts on the growth
parameters. Model 3 adds the baseline cova-
riates to adjust the program impacts by these
control variables. Models 4a—c add the inter-
action terms to assess whether the program
effects differ by child gender (4a), family risk
(4b), or school-level poverty (4c). Last, Mod-
els 5a and 5b add help seeking and social
competence to Model 3 to examine these as
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time-varying covariates of victimization and
as mediators of the program on peer
victimization.

In interpreting the results we consider an
alpha level of p = .05 as significant but note
effects of up to .10 as trends. Effect sizes are
reported for all program estimates:

s

Cohen’s d = B/ /(a7 + 03)/2.

The pooled standard deviation is calcu-
lated using the raw standard deviations at
Wave 6. We use Cohen’s (1988) guidelines to
interpret the size of the effect (small, d = .2;
medium, d = .5; large, d = .8). As others have
argued, it is critical to evaluate the practical
importance of intervention-driven effect sizes
in reference to the potential for growth in the
particular population and specific outcome
measured (Hill, Bloom, Black, & Lipsey,
2008). Large effect sizes are often not found
for universal interventions given that a large
percentage of the population tend to show no
or low levels of the problem behaviors that do
not change dramatically over time (Wilson &
Lipsey, 2007). Given these arguments, small
effects (d ~ .20) produced by the universal
WITS Primary Program are interpreted as
practical and meaningful.

Results
Attrition Analyses

Attrition was minimal across Waves
1-4 but was significant by Waves 5 and 6
(45%—-60%). We examined whether children
retained differed significantly from children
lost to follow-up at Wave 6 on baseline levels
of our six criterion variables, nine family risks,
or by program status; there were significant
differences on three of the six criterion vari-
ables and six of the nine family risks, but no
differences by program status. Relative to
children retained, children lost to follow-up
showed significantly more relational victim-
ization (M[SD] = 0.59[0.52] vs. 0.49[0.47],
p < .05) and aggression (M[SD] = 0.25[0.46]
vs. 0.17[0.40], p < .05) but less social com-
petence (M[SD] = 2.09[0.74] vs. 2.31[0.66],
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p < .01) at baseline. These children also ex-
perienced more family and school risks: lower
maternal education (M[SD] = 2.73[1.12] vs.
3.38[1.30], p < .01) and household income
(M[SD] = 3.39[1.54] vs. 4.21[1.18], p < .01);
more household (M[SD] = 2.45[2.48] vs.
1.42[1.83], p < .01) and school (M[SD]
= 0.44[0.54] vs. 0.17[0.39], p < .01) moves;
and were more likely to live in a single-parent
household (63.6% vs. 34.5%) and to attend a
high poverty school (53.1% vs. 37.0%). Given
these differences, we adjust for family risk,
school poverty, and attrition status in our main
analyses.

Stability of the Factor Structures Across
Time

To ensure that our measures assessed the
same constructs over time, we tested the mea-
surement invariance of the victimization and
adjustment constructs (these are not appropri-
ate for help seeking) across the six-waves of
data (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2007). Mea-
surement invariance between models with the
factor loadings constrained to be equal and
models with the loadings free to vary over
time was confirmed using a combination of
differences in the chi-square (x*) likelihood
ratio, comparative fit index (CFI), and the root
mean square error of approximation (RM-
SEA). CFI values of .90 or greater and RM-
SEA values of .08 or less indicate an adequate
to excellent model fit (Kline, 2011). Fit of the
models with the loadings constrained to be
equal over time was good and acceptable in-
variance was evident (N = 432): physical, x>
= 520.20(385), p < .01, CFI = .95, RM-
SEA = .03, Ax> = 55.96(20), p = .00,
ACFI = 0.01, ARMSEA = .00; relational, x> =
501.99(385), p < .01, CFI = .96, RMSEA =
03, Ay? = 27.41(20), p = .12, ACFI = .00,
ARMSEA = .00; social competence, X* =
318.72(236), p < .01, CFI = 0.98, RMSEA =
03, Ax* = 17.93(15), p = .27, ACFI = .00,
ARMSEA = .00; aggression, x> =
409.73(114), p < .01, CFI = 91, RMSEA =
08, Ax*> = 47.6509), p < .01, ACFI = .01,
ARMSEA = .00; and internalizing, xz =
747.85(385), p < .01, CFI = 91, RMSEA =
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05, Ax? = 51.79(20), p < .01, ACFI = .01,
ARMSEA = .00.

Psychometric and Descriptive Statistics

The psychometric and descriptive statis-
tics of the criterion constructs are presented in
Table 2. The internal consistencies were mod-
erate to high for all constructs across waves.
Average levels of peer victimization were low,
indicating that most children experienced vic-
timization “sometimes” or less. Levels were
moderate to high for help seeking and social
competence and low for aggression and inter-
nalizing, indicating relatively few adjustment
problems. Relative to comparison children,
children in the WITS schools showed signifi-
cantly less physical victimization at Wave 4;
more relational victimization at Wave 1 but
less at Wave 4; less social competence at
baseline but more at Wave 4; less aggression
at Waves 2 and 4; and more internalizing at
Wave 6. Help seeking did not differ by pro-
gram status.

Program Effects

We examined a series of three-level
growth models using HLM 6.08 (Raudenbush
& Bryk, 2002) to assess program differences
in the 6-year trajectories of our criterion vari-
ables. Linear and quadratic change over time
and the time-varying covariates, nested within
children, were modeled at Level 1. Variation
in the growth parameters between children
was modeled at Level 2 as a function of child
gender, family risk, and attrition status. Last,
between-school variation was modeled at
Level 3 as a function of program status and
school-level poverty. All continuous covari-
ates and interaction terms were grand-mean
centered.

To address our missing data we tested
all of our models with ten imputed data sets
computed using two-level imputation with
Bayesian estimation in Mplus 5.21. We used
the multiple imputation macro in HLM to av-
erage the estimates across these imputed data
sets (Rubin, 1987). Rubin’s (1987) formulas
for calculating standard errors that take into
account within-analysis standard errors and

differences in parameter estimates across anal-
yses were used.

As shown in Table 3, the average rates
of peer victimization and help seeking de-
creased linearly and then accelerated signifi-
cantly over time (see Model 1). The average
rate of social competence decelerated over
time, but not significantly, while rates of ag-
gression and internalizing increased linearly
and then decelerated over time. There was
significant residual variance in the growth pa-
rameters at Levels 2 and 3 for each outcome,
suggesting that the child-level (gender, family
risk) and school-level (program status, school-
level poverty) variables might contribute
meaningfully to changes over time in the cri-
terion constructs.

Program effects were similar in Mod-
els 2 and 3. After adjusting for the baseline
covariates (see Model 3), WITS contributed
significantly to linear decreases in physical
and relational victimization and increases in
social competence and modestly to slower in-
creases in aggression. Program estimates on
quadratic changes were also significant but not
meaningful for relational victimization, social
competence, and aggression. No program dif-
ferences were found for help seeking and in-
ternalizing. Inspection of the plotted program
estimates indicated that, relative to the com-
parison children, WITS children showed
greater declines in physical and relational vic-
timization until Grade 5 but then an acceler-
ated rate of growth by the spring of Grade 6
(see Figures 2 and 3), greater increases in
social competence (see Figure 4), and a slower
rate of growth in aggression (see Figure 5).
Rates of deceleration in help seeking and ac-
celeration in internalizing were comparable
across the WITS and comparison children (see
Figures 6 and 7). Centering our time parame-
ters on the final wave of data indicated non-
significant differences in our constructs be-
tween the WITS and comparison children at
the end of Grade 6.

The baseline covariates also contributed
modestly to the outcomes (see Model 3). Girls
showed significantly more social competence
and less aggression at baseline than boys. Rel-
ative to lower risk children, children from
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Table 2
Psychometric and Descriptive Statistics of the Criterion Variables by
Program Status

Overall WITS Comparison

Variables ICC o N Mean SD  Range n Mean SD n Mean SD

Physical
Wil .03 77 431 S5 .51 .00-2.00 289 57 .50 142 S50 .52
w2 .06 76 423 53 47 .00-2.00 283 S5 48 140 49 45
w3 .03 75 397 43 40 .00-2.00 264 41 38 133 48 44
W4 .02 a7 385 38 .39 .00-2.00 257 34% 37 128 44% 42
W5 .03 g1 259 45 36 .00-1.80 179 44 36 80 46 34
Wwo6 .08 g3 237 39 36 .00-2.00 157 37 37 80 42 32
Relational
W1 .02 70 432 54 .50 .00-2.00 290 STt 49 142 A7 49
w2 .08 72423 53 48  .00-2.00 283 5450 140 49 42
W3 .01 730397 45 42 .00-1.80 264 43 50 133 S50 47
W4 .04 79 385 43 44 .00-2.00 257 40° 41 128 49* 48
W5 .02 .80 259 S1 44 .00-2.00 179 S1 45 80 49 48
W6 .08 76 237 45 42 .00-2.00 157 47 41 80 49 4
Help-Seeking
Wi .02 na 424 1.60 .64 .00-2.00 284 162 .61 140 156 .69
w2 .02  na 419 154 .69 .00-2.00 280 1.57 .67 139 147 .71
W3 .06 na 397 128 .75 .00-2.00 264 129 74 133 126 .78
W4 .06 na 385 1.16 .81 .00-2.00 257 1.16 .82 128 1.16 .81
W5 .02 na 259 115 .50 .00-2.00 179 1.14 50 80 1.16 .51
W6 01 na 238 099 .60 .00-2.00 158 1.02 .63 80 092 54
Social Comp
Wi .04 85 431 221 71 .00-3.00 289 2.11* .64 142 2.42* .63
w2 .02 86 423 226 .65 .00-3.00 283 225 .65 140 227 .64
W3 .06 87 395 230 .65 .25-3.00 263 229 .65 132 231 .64
W4 13 .88 378 223 70 .00-3.00 253 229" .68 125 2.11* .70
W5 .08 .89 202 174 71 .00-3.00 146 172 70 56 180 .76
W6 .06 91 209 182 .78 .00-3.00 141 180 .77 68 1.84 .81
Aggression
Wi .02 79 431 021 43 .00-3.00 289 0.19 43 142 023 43
w2 .05 76 423 020 .42 .00-2.67 283 0.17* 38 140 0.26* .50
W3 .05 .65 396 024 40 .00-2.67 264 022 37 132 027 46
W4 .08 J5 378 027 .47 .00-2.67 253 0.22* 39 125 0.36* .57
W5 .02 .81 203 025 .47 .00-3.00 146 024 45 57 027 44
W6 .01 81 210 024 47 .00-3.00 141 025 48 69 022 46
Internalizing
W1 .07 J7 429 052 .52 .00-2.40 287 053 54 142 049 47
w2 .04 J7 423 051 .52 .00-2.40 283 048 51 140 056 .53
W3 .06 J8 395 0.61 .55 .00-2.80 263 0.61 57 132 0.61 51
W4 A1 79 375 073 .61 .00-3.00 252 070 .57 123 0.79 .67
W5 .03 86 197 071 55 .00-2.80 141 071 .57 56 0.72 .52
W6 .02 .84 208 059 54 .00-2.80 141 0.64* 56 67 048" 47

Note. W1-6 = waves 1-6; ICC = intraclass correlations at the school-level; na = not applicable. *“Means differ
significantly (p = .05) between the WITS schools and comparison schools.
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Figure 2. Six-year growth trajectories
of peer physical victimization by the
WITS and comparison schools (ad-
justing for baseline covariates).

higher risk families showed significantly less
social competence and more aggression and
internalizing problems at baseline and a faster
acceleration of internalizing over time. Chil-
dren lost to follow-up by Wave 6 showed
faster decreases in social competence than did
children retained in the study. Children in
higher poverty schools showed significantly
more relational victimization at baseline than
children in lower poverty schools.
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Figure 3. Six-year growth trajectories
of peer relational victimization by the
WITS and comparison schools (ad-
justing for baseline covariates).
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Figure 4. Six-year growth trajectories
of social competence by the WITS
and comparison schools (adjusting for
baseline covariates).

Next, we tested whether the program
effects on the criterion constructs differed by
child gender, family risk, or school poverty
(Models 4a—c). Program estimates differed
significantly by gender (B = .047, SE = .023,
p = .05) and family risk (B = —.020, SE =
.009, p = .05) for help seeking only: Boys and
children from high-risk families in the WITS
schools decelerated slower in help seeking
relative to boys and high-risk children in the

2994 .
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Figure 5. Six-year growth trajectories
of physical aggression by the WITS
and comparison schools (adjusting for
baseline covariates).
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Figure 6. Six-year growth trajectories
of help seeking by the WITS and
comparison schools (adjusting for
baseline covariates).

comparison schools, respectively. Program
impacts also differed significantly by school
poverty for physical victimization (8 = .002,
SE = 001, p = .05), help seeking (B =
—.006, SE = .002, p = .05), and aggression
(B = .002, SE = .001, p = .05): Children in
the high-poverty WITS schools showed a de-
celeration in physical victimization and ag-
gression and an acceleration in help seeking
over time, whereas children in the high-pov-
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Figure 7. Six-year growth trajectories
of internalizing problems by the
WITS and comparison schools (ad-
justing for baseline covariates).

erty comparison schools showed accelerated
growth in victimization and aggression and a
deceleration in help seeking. No other interac-
tions were significant.

Last, we examined help seeking and so-
cial competence as time-varying covariates of
victimization (Models 5a—b). When children
endorsed more help-seeking strategies, they
tended to report fewer episodes of both phys-
ical (B = —.022, SE = .013, p = .08) and
relational (B = —.025, SE = .013, p = .00)
victimization. ~ Similarly, when children
showed more socially competent behaviors,
they reported significantly fewer episodes of
physical (3 = —.072, SE = .014, p < .01) and
relational (B = —.062, SE = .015, p < .01)
victimization. Neither help seeking nor social
competence mediated the program impacts on
victimization.

Discussion

The current study examined whether a
community-based, whole-school program for
the prevention of peer victimization and pro-
motion of social competence (WITS Primary
Program) influenced trajectories of peer vic-
timization, help seeking, and social-emotional
adjustment across elementary school and the
transition into middle school. We consider this
to be a test of the effectiveness of this program
under practical applications, showcasing what
schools could expect if they implemented
WITS. Below we discuss the implications of
this program and evaluation.

Peer Victimization

The main goal of the WITS Primary
Program is to reduce children’s risks for peer
victimization. Our findings indicate that focus-
ing on teachable moments to emphasize the
WITS messages and reading a WITS story-
book and completing WITS activities about
once a month is modestly effective in reducing
risks for peer victimization during the elemen-
tary years. WITS significantly reduced levels
of both physical and relational victimization
across elementary school relative to the re-
spective stable and increasing levels in the
comparison schools, with small but practical
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effects (d = .17 and .20, respectively). It may
be that the program altered the climate of the
schools. Other program evaluations suggest
that providing children with ongoing messages
about how to manage peer conflicts can alter
the school’s climate of acceptance for inter-
personal aggression and lessen children’s like-
lihood of encountering episodes of victimiza-
tion (Olweus, 2005).

Our findings also caution that peer vic-
timization prevention in early elementary
school may not be enough. As depicted in
Figures 2 and 3, WITS relative to comparison
children showed decreases in peer victimiza-
tion across elementary school but similar lev-
els by the spring of Grade 6. Implementing
peer victimization prevention programming or
booster sessions throughout elementary school
and across the transition to middle school may
help to maintain early intervention gains and is
a logical next step for antibullying interven-
tions given support for this approach in the
violence prevention literature (e.g., Bundy,
McWhirter, & McWhirter, 2011; Lochman,
1992). Children who were exposed to WITS in
elementary school may have developed a
greater awareness of peer acts that reflect
abuse and were more comfortable reporting
these acts in middle school than were compar-
ison children. This awareness may have in-
creased their sensitivity to interpersonal ag-
gression and may explain their accelerated
growth in peer victimization in middle school.
The structural and peer group changes associ-
ated with the transition to middle school may
also have overwhelmed these children and
contributed to the increases in victimization
evidenced by the spring of Grade 6 (Pellegrini,
2002). Observer ratings may also have told a
different story. The Steps to Respect evalua-
tion demonstrated effects on observer-rated
but not self-reported victimization (Frey et al.,
2009), suggesting that self-perceptions may be
more difficult to change than observer reports.

Help Seeking

As the WITS Primary Program encour-
ages children to seek help during peer con-
flicts, we tested the program impacts on
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growth in help seeking and examined whether
help seeking covaried over time with peer
victimization and mediated the program im-
pacts on victimization. In contrast to expecta-
tions, children’s endorsement of help seeking
in the context of hypothetical peer conflicts
declined across elementary school but then
increased by middle school in both the WITS
and comparison schools (see Figure 6). Help
seeking was only modestly related to concur-
rent levels of peer victimization and did not
mediate the program impacts on changes in
victimization. These findings converge with
the Steps to Respect evaluation that found
children’s willingness to report bullying and
beliefs that adults would intervene decreased
over time (Frey et al., 2009). When children
are victimized, they may also perceive greater
social costs associated with seeking help from
adults, particularly by the end of elementary
school. Indeed, confiding in teachers about
victimization has been associated with in-
creased risks for victimization among boys
and older children, and by children who are
less socially skilled and who have poorer qual-
ity relationships with their teachers (Fox &
Boulton, 2005; Hunter et al., 2004;
Kochenderfer-Ladd & Skinner, 2002; Visconti
& Troop-Gordon, 2010; Yoon & Kerber,
2003). Programs that systematically address
differences between adaptive and nonadaptive
help seeking (e.g., seeking help for minor
threats or not seeking help when it is needed)
and that explicitly provide teachers with strat-
egies for how to respond to bullying may
make teachers more responsive to children’s
help seeking (Kochenderfer-Ladd & Pelletier,
2008; Newman, 2008; Yoon & Kerber, 2003).

Social Competence

We also examined the program impacts
on growth in social competence and whether
social competence covaried over time with
victimization and mediated the program im-
pacts. Our findings indicate that WITS shows
promise in maintaining levels of social com-
petence through elementary school relative to
the decreases found in the comparison chil-
dren (see Figure 4), with small but meaningful
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effects (d = .20). Through its messages, sto-
rybooks, and activities, WITS works to en-
hance children’s interpersonal skills and abil-
ity to peacefully resolve conflicts with peers. It
is expected that by improving these skills chil-
dren will be less likely to enact or encounter
peer victimization, and that if children do en-
counter episodes as a victim or bystander they
will be able to effectively defuse the aggres-
sion (Fox & Boulton, 2005; Kochenderfer-
Ladd & Skinner, 2002). Indeed, our findings
indicate that when children display more so-
cially competent behaviors, they also report
fewer episodes of victimization. This greater
competence may reflect decreases in destruc-
tive bystander behavior (e.g., reinforcing the
bullying) or increases in confidence in re-
sponding assertively to victimization (Frey et
al., 2009; Karni et al., 2011). However, we did
not find support for competence as a mediator
of the program impacts on victimization. As
all of our comparison schools were imple-
menting some form of social skills program,
this may have tempered our mediation tests
and may explain the curvilinear trends ob-
served in the comparison schools.

Adjustment Problems

Given the concordance between peer
victimization and social-emotional problems
(Fox & Boulton, 2005; Leadbeater & Ho-
glund, 2009; Troop-Gordon & Ladd, 2005),
we also assessed whether this program im-
pacted aggression and internalizing problems.
WITS modestly slowed the growth in aggres-
sion but not internalizing (see Figures 5 and
7). These patterns of growth parallel develop-
mental changes observed in this age group
(e.g., Pellegrini, 2002; Leadbeater & Hoglund,
2009). It may be that WITS changed chil-
dren’s tolerance for bullying. Frey et al.
(2009) found that the Steps to Respect pro-
gram slowed the growth in the perceived ac-
ceptability of bullying and decreased levels of
observer-rated bullying. However, Kérni et al.
(2011) found that the KiVa program did not
impact antibullying attitudes or peer-reported
bullying. Enhancing all children’s skills in re-
solving peer conflicts may enable aggressive

children to learn strategies to better manage
their feelings of anger and ways to interact
positively with peers (Kochenderfer-Ladd &
Skinner, 2002). However, targeting these
skills may not be enough to help children
manage feelings of sadness and anxiety. Peer
victimization prevention programs may need
to take a more rigorous approach to effectively
address children’s internalizing problems. For
example, programs might include structured
lesson plans that explicitly target emotion reg-
ulation strategies, similar to the approach used
by the PATHS program (Conduct Problems
Prevention Research Group, 2010).

High-Risk Contexts

Although the overall program impacts
indicate limited effects of WITS following the
transition to middle school, there were prom-
ising influences for subgroups of children.
Consistent with findings from violence pre-
vention programs (Wilson & Lipsey, 2007),
our findings indicate greater success in alter-
ing the course of physical victimization and
aggression across elementary school and the
transition to middle school for children in
higher poverty WITS schools relative to
higher poverty comparison schools. Programs
may be better able to impact these physical
behaviors in higher risk contexts because the
consistent messages for prosocial peer inter-
actions provide a springboard to foster high-
risk children’s concrete understanding of these
hurtful behaviors or because children in these
settings show higher base rates of these prob-
lems that are more amenable to change. Rates
of help seeking were also less likely to decel-
erate among boys, children from high-risk
families, and children in higher poverty WITS
than comparison schools. Programmatic ef-
forts to normalize help seeking among boys
and high-risk children may aid in alleviating
the potential adverse effects of seeking help
from an adult in early adolescence and may
make teachers more responsive to these chil-
dren’s requests for help (Yoon & Kerber,
2003). Together, these findings suggest that
early victimization prevention programs may
show longer term effects in higher risk con-
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texts and urge future evaluations to test this
proposition.

Strengths and Limitations

Our overall findings showcase the prom-
ise of the WITS Primary Program in reducing
children’s risks for peer victimization and ag-
gression and in promoting their social compe-
tence in elementary school. These findings add
to the applied knowledge base on the preven-
tion of peer victimization by showing that the
developmental course of negative peer expe-
riences and of social competence can be
changed in the elementary years by early
school-based programming. Our 6-year fol-
low-up also adds to the limited applied knowl-
edge base on the long-term implications of
early peer victimization prevention efforts.
Unfortunately, most antibullying programs
have not been implemented or evaluated for
longer than 18 months (Merrell et al., 2008).
This contrasts sharply with many long-term
evaluations of violence prevention programs
that have shown enduring effects on aggres-
sion (e.g., Conduct Problems Prevention Re-
search Group, 2010). Given the widespread
concerns about bullying in elementary and
middle school, there is an urgent need for
researchers, policy makers, and practitioners
to coordinate efforts to implement and assess
the long-term effects of antibullying programs
across the elementary and middle school
years.

Although our quasi-experimental design
provides practical evidence of what elemen-
tary schools may expect if they implement the
WITS components at a moderate level, the
small effect sizes may dampen support for this
program. Nonetheless, our effect sizes are
comparable to those of universal violence pre-
vention programs (Wilson & Lipsey, 2007)
and indicate that using WITS at a moderate
level is better than using a range of other
social skills programs inconsistently. As indi-
cated by the comparison teachers’ reports, the
WITS messages had spread somewhat by the
third-year follow-up and may have tempered
our program effects. It is also possible that our
WITS schools were already more attuned to
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victimization, better able to implement pro-
grams, had more teacher buy-in, and so forth
relative to the comparison schools. A school-
randomized design may yield stronger (or
weaker) program effects than those found
here.

Our implementation data also indicate
variability in the dosage of the program within
and across the WITS schools, with schools
and teachers implementing moderate levels of
the WITS components and activities on aver-
age. Schools and teachers may need additional
coaching in ways that they can actively and
easily integrate this program into their daily
curricula. External assessments of implemen-
tation quality may also help disentangle the
program effects. Additional support and re-
lease time for the community-based police
officers from their departments may help en-
sure that the officers have adequate time to
conduct the school assemblies and to visit the
classrooms. Our experience indicates that
whole-school programs with a community
component face additional implementation
challenges not typically encountered by
school-based programs.

Measures used to assess our outcomes
may not have been overly sensitive to the
program impacts. For instance, observer-rated
victimization may have shown stronger pro-
gram effects (Frey et al., 2009). We also did
not explicitly assess the role of bystanders,
leaving it uncertain as to whether WITS is
effective in changing the behaviors of by-
standers. Other evaluations have found mixed
effects on bystanders (Frey et al., 2009; Kédrni
et al., 2011). Our assessment of help seeking
may not have captured how children would
actually respond when victimization occurs.
Observer or teacher ratings of help seeking
may result in different findings.

Given our attrition rates by Grade 6,
particularly by our highest risk children, it is
also possible that the trajectories of peer vic-
timization and adjustment problems were
more extreme than those presented here.
Nonetheless, the use of contemporary multiple
imputation techniques to estimate plausible
values for our missing data should provide
estimates that are comparable to scenarios



Using Your WITS

with less missing data (Rubin, 1987). It is
critical for evaluations of antibullying pro-
grams to intensify efforts to maintain the high-
est risk children in these studies.

Research addressing the short- and long-
term costs and benefits associated with anti-
bullying programs is critically needed to in-
form educational policy decisions and for
schools to gauge how a program might fit
within their budget and mandate. Although we
did not conduct a cost—benefit analysis, the
relatively low cost of WITS works to support
schools economically in their efforts to pre-
vent peer victimization in the early elementary
years. WITS materials are available for free
(http://www.witsprogram.ca/). Schools that
can successfully limit peer victimization
through cost-effective preventive initiatives
may create an environment where all children
can succeed interpersonally and academically.
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