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High Levels of Bullying and Violence in Arizona Schools   
Bullying and violence in K-12 schools have been in the policy spotlight in Arizona for almost 
a decade. Indeed, current indicators, as well as recent traumatic events, show that a range 

of anti-social behaviors on school 
campuses remain a major threat 
to student well-being and 
learning.  
 
The 2012 Arizona Youth Survey 
(AYS)1 reported a significant level 
of bullying incidents among 8th 
graders, with 40 percent of 
students reporting of being 
picked on or bullied at least once 
in the past year; 8.5 percent 
reported being bullied at least 12 
or more times.  

 
Arizona’s 2011 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS)2 found similar results among high school 
students, as show in Figure 1. The YRBS also reported that 10.4 percent of its 9th through 
12th graders reported being threatened or injured with a weapon on school property in the 
past year. That number has remained high;3 in fact, Arizona’s record has been one of the 
worst in the country for almost a decade.4  
 
Figure 2 highlights three key 
areas of emotional well-being 
that show no positive progress 
over the past eight years. In 
2011, approximately one-third of 
high school students 
experienced sustained sadness 
or hopelessness, with a notable 
increase since 2009 in the 
percentage of youth (16 percent) 
reporting they had a plan to 
attempt suicide. These 
percentages are at least double, 
if not triple, among those who 
have been bullied or harassed. 
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Of those who had been bullied at least monthly in 2011, 61 percent felt sadness or 
hopelessness, and 45 percent contemplated suicide. While 7 percent of all students said 
they missed school because they felt unsafe, almost three times as many students (20 
percent) who were bullied or harassed at least monthly missed school. Not surprisingly, 
students who feel unsafe at school have decreased levels of emotional well-being, and lower 
academic performance.  
 
Explaining Arizona’s Academic Underperformance    
At the same time it grapples with high levels of bullying and violence, Arizona faces serious 
academic performance issues. Forty-three percent of 8th-, 10th– and 12th-graders reported a 
risk of academic failure and low commitment to school in 2012.5 Additionally, Arizona 
students continue to test lower than the national average in math, science, reading and 
writing NAEP scores.6 In short, Arizona faces two related, serious problems: 

• high levels of bullying, harassment and violence in its schools 
• significant academic underperformance.  

 
Research has identified clear links between academic performance and such issues as 
school commitment, bullying and crime, and social and emotional well-being.7 A substantial 
body of evidence demonstrates that school violence and disorder interfere with students’ 
normal psychosocial development and academic learning,8 while improved outcomes are 
associated with an overall sense of safety and belonging.  
 
School safety is related to higher student attendance.9 Students who feel safe at school 
perform better academically than students who do not feel safe.10 A caring school 
community, which includes connections with adults in the school and school bonding, helps 
reduce anti-social behaviors that interfere with learning.11 However, relying on a severe 
school disciplinary approach to bullying and violence may not only push students out of 
school, and increase the school-to-prison pipeline,12 it may also impede efforts to create a 
comprehensive approach to “school climate.” 
 
Arizona School Cl imate Model Producing Successful Outcomes 
School climate refers to the everyday atmosphere of the learning environment: what it feels 
like to be a member of the school community. A positive school climate helps students feel 
socially, emotionally and physically safe.13 In such a climate, educators model and nurture  
behavior that emphasizes the benefits of and satisfaction from learning within a school 
community where everyone is engaged, respected and connected through positive 
interpersonal relationships and care for the physical environment.14 A positive school 
climate fosters healthy youth development and learning necessary for a productive and 
satisfying life.15 
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In order for Arizona to address bullying and violence, and promote enhanced academic 
performance, school climate must be addressed comprehensively. The Arizona Department 
of Education is leading the way with their recently awarded four-year Safe and Supportive 
Schools (S3) grant. The grant supports improved conditions for learning by focusing on 
positive student-teacher relationships, school connectedness, academic support, order and 
discipline, and the school physical environment – all measures of school climate.  

Data collected from 22 of the 28 participating schools in the 2011/12 school year 
demonstrate that after the first year, school climate interventions may be contributing to 
students’ perception of safety and academic performance:16  

• 68 percent of the participating schools showed a decrease in bullying and 
harassment as reported by students 

• 55 percent of the participating schools showed an increase in school safety score 

• 50 percent of the participating schools showed a decrease in students receiving or 
selling drugs on campus as reported by students.  

Additional research has shown that students who perceived themselves as having more 
positive student-teacher relationships, academic support, and order and discipline in their 
schools were less likely to report carrying a weapon at school, threatening or injuring 
someone with a weapon, being bullied or bullying someone else at school, stealing or 
damaging property, and/or reporting low grades.17  

Such findings are encouraging. They indicate that addressing school climate measures in a 
holistic approach may not only reduce bullying and promote school safety for Arizona 
students, but can also improve academic performance in ways that will strengthen Arizona’s 
education system and promote the well-being of all of our students.  

As Arizona schools struggle with decades-long safety issues, now is the time for the 
discussion to move beyond overly narrow approaches and explore more holistic strategies. 
And while the strategies used in the S3 schools are not the cure-all that will end all forms of 
school violence, they are components of a systemic and comprehensive school-wide 
approach that –driven by a dedicated staff – can shift the culture of a school where every 
student feels safe and supported and is therefore much more likely to succeed.  
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