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The purpose of this study is to examine the role of social support as a moderator 

between dating abuse and student engagement. Informed by the positive youth 

development perspective and the stress-buffering model, this study will examine the 

effects of dating abuse victimization on student engagement and the buffering role of 

social support in that relationship. Specifically, this study will use self-report measures 

from a rural/semi-rural, high school sample and multiple regression analysis to determine 

the effect of dating abuse on student engagement. If a significant relationship is found 

between dating abuse and student engagement, this study will then use multiple 

regression analysis to determine the moderating effect of social support on the 

relationship between dating abuse and student engagement. Research on the protective 

effects of social support on student engagement is critical to the design and 

implementation of interventions which have the potential to significantly improve the 

health, mental health, social, and education outcomes for adolescents who have 

experienced dating abuse.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Previous research has indicated that student engagement, which refers to students’ 

attitudes toward school and participation in classroom and school activities, is associated 

with important positive outcomes including academic achievement, school completion, 

and decreased risk-taking behavior (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004).  Conversely, 

violence in adolescent dating relationships, or dating abuse, is associated with numerous 

detrimental effects including lower academic achievement and attachment to school 

(Eaton, Kann, Kinchen, Ross, Hawkins, Harris, et al., 2006; Holt & Espelage, 2002). 

Limited research has investigated protective factors that, when present for adolescents 

experiencing dating abuse, can reduce the likelihood of deleterious outcomes. 

Preliminary evidence suggests that social support moderates the relationship between 

dating abuse victimization and negative mental health and educational outcomes 

(Banyard & Cross, 2008; Holt & Espelage, 2005); however, the literature has yet to 

investigate social support as a moderator between dating abuse and student engagement.  

Due to the pervasiveness of adolescent dating abuse and the multitudes of 

deleterious outcomes associated with victimization, there is a critical need for research to 

address protective factors for adolescents experiencing dating abuse. According to the 

CDC’s 2009 Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS), a national, school-

based survey of health and risk behaviors of middle and high school students, 10% of 

students across the United States report physically assaulting a dating partner in the last 

year (CDC, 2009).  Additional studies have found that up to 82% of adolescents have 

experienced psychological dating abuse and between three and 10% of adolescents have 

experienced sexual dating abuse (Foshee & Matthew, 2007). As scholars have become 
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increasingly aware of the incidence of dating abuse, research has revealed that victims of 

dating abuse are at risk of extensive negative effects spanning health, mental health, 

social, and educational domains. Although limited in breadth, research on educational 

outcomes indicates that, when compared to their peers, adolescents who experience 

dating abuse have lower academic achievement (Eaton et al., 2006; Cleveland, Herrera, 

& Stuewig, 2003) and report a lower sense of school attachment and school belonging, 

two important characteristics of student engagement (Holt & Espelage, 2003; Banyard & 

Cross, 2008).  

Student engagement can best be conceptualized “as a relationship: between the 

student and school community, the student and school adults, the student and peers, the 

student and instruction, and the student and curriculum” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). Current 

research suggests that student engagement is essential for students’ academic 

achievement and school completion and is associated with less behavioral problems 

(Fredericks et al., 2004). Conversely, students who report low student engagement are 

significantly more likely to experience detrimental outcomes such as lower educational 

attainment, substance abuse, and delinquency (Daly, Shin, Thakral, Selders, & Vera 

2009; Manlove, 1998). For students experiencing dating abuse and disengagement with 

school, protective factors that can reduce the likelihood of negative outcomes are of 

critical importance (Holt & Espelage, 2003).  

According to the stress-buffering model, social support resources that are 

responsive to the needs of an individual experiencing stress can protect against 

deleterious outcomes (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Researchers have documented the buffering 

effect of social support from family members, peers, and other adults for adolescents 
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experiencing major life stressors, violence, and abuse.  Recently, preliminary research 

has indicated that for victims of dating abuse, social support is critical in reducing the 

likelihood of student disengagement and psychological distress. Holt and Espelage 

(2005) described that parental social support protected adolescents who experienced 

emotional or physical dating abuse from psychological distress. In addition, Banyard and 

Cross (2008) demonstrated that adolescents who experienced physical or sexual dating 

abuse, but who also reported high levels of social support from adults in their 

neighborhood, had significantly higher academic achievement and school attachment 

than their peers who did not perceive neighborhood social support. Research on the 

protective effects of social support on student engagement is critical to the design and 

implementation of interventions which have the potential to significantly improve the 

health, mental health, social, and educational outcomes of adolescents who have 

experienced dating abuse. 

In order to design the most effective interventions, researchers in the field of 

interpersonal violence have urged the progression of research questions from “first 

generation” research questions that attempt to describe the many negative effects of 

abuse, to “second generation” questions that focus on explaining differences in outcomes 

for abuse victims (Merrill, Thomsen, Sinclair, Gold, & Milner, 2001). Informed by the 

positive youth development perspective and the stress-buffering model, this study will 

address “first generation” research questions on the relationship between dating abuse 

and student engagement, and will address “second generation” research questions on the 

protective role of social support for adolescents experiencing dating abuse. Specifically, 

this study will use self-report measures from a rural/semi-rural, high school sample and 
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multiple regression analysis to determine the effect of dating abuse on student 

engagement and the moderating effect of social support on the relationship between 

dating abuse and student engagement.  



 

5 

Chapter Two: Integrative Analysis 

Dating Abuse 

The Center for Disease Control’s (CDC) National Center for Injury Prevention 

and Control defines dating abuse as “the physical, sexual, or psychological/emotional 

violence within a dating relationship” (CDC, 2009). While early research on dating abuse 

primarily used college-age samples, throughout this document dating abuse will refer 

exclusively to violence within adolescent dating relationships. Dating abuse is, 

unfortunately, common in adolescence, with estimates indicating that 10-80% of students 

will be victimized (Foshee & Matthew, 2007). Researchers have identified personal, 

family, school, and community factors predictive of dating abuse victimization. Dating 

abuse is also significantly associated with deleterious health, mental health, social, and 

educational outcomes, further substantiating the need for continued research. 

Prevalence 

Recent increases in awareness of the prevalence of dating abuse have led to 

additional research and prevention efforts. The only national estimates of dating abuse 

are the result of the CDC’s National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (NYRBS). The 2005 

NYRBS indicated that 1 in 11 adolescents has been a victim of dating abuse in the last 12 

months equating to 1.5 million adolescents across the United States; however, the 

NYRBS used only one survey item assessing recent physical dating abuse (Eaton et al., 

2006). While the research indicates that dating abuse is common for adolescents to 

experience, either as witnesses, victims, or perpetrators, important differences across 

studies have led to difficulty in clearly defining estimates of prevalence. In a recent 

review of current dating abuse literature, Foshee and Matthew (2007) discussed the 

factors that have led to the inconsistencies in the reported prevalence of dating abuse. 
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These factors include (a) if the study uses the entire sample or only adolescents who 

report that they date; (b) if the study assess current, recent past, or distant past 

experiences of dating abuse; (c) the forms of abuse assessed; (d) behaviors used to 

distinguish each form of abuse; (e) ages of study participants; and (f) sample 

characteristics (Foshee & Matthew, 2007).  

Data collected from studies using local and national samples indicate that the rates 

of victimization differ by gender and by form of abuse. While composite estimates of 

dating abuse victimization indicate that males and females are victims at nearly equal 

rates, female victims typically suffer more severe physical injuries as a result of the abuse 

(Foshee, et al. 2004; Simonelli & Ingram, 1998;). In addition, prevalence of dating abuse 

varies widely by form of abuse and researchers have described the importance of 

measuring the multiple forms of dating abuse separately (Foshee & Matthew, 2007; Holt 

& Espelage, 2003). Therefore, current estimates will be discussed in more detail as each 

form of abuse is described. 

Forms of Dating Abuse 

Physical: Physical dating abuse can vary widely in severity. Pinching, poking, or 

blocking an exit may be considered mild physical dating abuse. As the abuse escalates, 

the mild physical abuse may lead to pushing, open handed slapping, grabbing, and 

shoving, which characterize more moderate physical abuse. Severe physical abuse often 

results in serious injury due to closed fist punching, hitting a partner with an object, 

stabbing, or shooting. According to a review by Foshee and Matthew (2007), estimates of 

rates of mild and moderate physical abuse range from 11 to 41% while rates of severe 

physical abuse range from 4 to 14%.  
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Sexual: Sexual dating abuse involves sexual coercion or unwanted sexual activity 

and also has a range of severity and consequences. Mild sexual abuse may include 

unwanted sexual gesturing, inappropriate touching, or verbal sexual harassment. 

Moderate sexual dating abuse can involve birth control sabotage, publicly displaying 

private sexual pictures of the victim (e.g., on social networking sites), and using verbal 

threats to force unwanted sexual activity. Severe sexual dating abuse can have serious 

lifelong consequences. Forced sexual intercourse can lead to sexually transmitted 

diseases, unwanted pregnancy, and physical and emotional trauma. Three to 10% of 

adolescents have reported that they have been sexually abused by a dating partner 

(Foshee & Matthew, 2007). 

Psychological: Psychological dating abuse can be verbal and, commonly now, 

technological. Verbal abuse in more mild forms may present as name calling or teasing. 

Moderate and severe forms involve power, control, and manipulation. Examples include 

restricting what clothes the victim wears, publicly humiliating the victim, isolating the 

victim from peers, and monitoring the victims whereabouts at all times. The estimated 

prevalence of psychological dating abuse varies the most, with estimates between 14 and 

82% (Foshee & Matthew, 2007). Recently, attention has also been given to the use of 

technology in dating abuse. One study found that adolescents use technology to directly 

verbally abuse their partners and that technology also indirectly effects violence through 

escalation of arguments and intrusive monitoring (Draucker & Martsolf, 2010). Examples 

of technological dating abuse include “sexting” (in which adolescents send sexually 

explicit photos to their partner, who may then publish the photos via social networking 

sites), text stalking, cyber stalking, and tracking using GPS devices.  
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Theories and Models Explaining Dating Abuse 

Many theories commonly referenced in adult domestic violence literature have 

been tested for fit with adolescent dating abuse, the most common of which are feminist 

theory, social learning theory, and attachment theory (Wekerle & Wolfe, 1999). Using 

these theories, researchers have developed specific models to understand adolescent 

dating abuse, the most prominent of which are the background-situational model (Riggs 

& O’Leary, 1989) and the dyadic-longitudinal model (O’Leary & Slep, 2003).  

Feminist theory (Dobash & Dobash, 1992; Walker 1989) posits that males are 

socialized to be in control of situations and relationships, which leads to aggression 

against females. Specifically that the male/female dichotomy is socialized to be a 

dominance/subservience dichotomy. Researchers have argued that adolescent boys, then, 

will be more aggressive and dominant and that the expectation for girls is to be passive 

and not express anger which leads to differences in status and power. 

Social learning theory (Bandura 1973; 1977) theorizes that children learn about 

relationships by observational learning and that the lessons are behaviorally reinforced 

later. For children who witness or experience violence, they are at greater risk of violence 

in their relationships because they will have learned that violence has a function in 

communication, problem solving, and control. Of importance to adolescent dating abuse, 

social learning theorists also acknowledge the importance of media influence on 

children’s perceptions of intimate relationships (Wekerle & Wolfe, 1999). 

Bowlby’s attachment theory (1969; 1973; 1980) is important in the study of 

dating abuse because it states that the relationship that young children form with their 

caregiver serves as a model for relationships in the future. Children who are securely 
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attached will have the best outcomes in multiple domains, including intimate 

relationships. Children with insecure attachment, particularly children who have been 

maltreated, learn that relationships are characterized by specific victim and victimizer 

behaviors and apply this model to dating relationships (Wekerle & Wolfe, 1999). 

O’Leary and Slep’s (2003) dyadic-longitudinal model is based on previous 

research on the importance of communication problems and relationship conflict to 

predict interpersonal violence. According to this model, one partner’s use of aggression 

predicts aggression use by the other partner, specifically psychological abuse predicts 

physical abuse. This model also stresses the importance of the dyad as the focus of 

adolescent intimate relationships whereas the dyad is not as salient in adult relationships 

(Wolfe & Mash, 2006).  

The background-situational model (Riggs & O’Leary, 1989) is based on social 

learning theory and was developed based on the study of violence in dating relationships 

of college students, but at least one study found that the model accounted for 55% of the 

variance in adolescent dating abuse (O’Keefe, 1997). The model divides predictors into 

two factors: contextual factors, such as personality, attitudes about aggression, 

psychopathology, and exposure to family or intimate partner violence; and, situational 

factors, such as substance use, partner’s use of aggression, length of the relationship, and 

problem-solving skills. Contextual, or background, factors are used to predict “who” is 

likely to commit dating abuse and the situational factors are used to predict under “what” 

circumstances violence may occur (Wolfe & Mash, 2006).  
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In addition to the recent development of models explaining dating abuse, 

researchers have also found that numerous personal, family, and community factors 

predict victimization. 

Predictors of Dating Abuse 

Personal Factors: Dating abuse research has converged on gender as a predictor 

of dating abuse perpetration and victimization. The rates of perpetration and victimization 

are similar for males and females; however, the forms of violent acts committed by males 

and females typically differ. For each of the following factors, differences by gender will 

be discussed when available.  

Limited data suggests that race may predict future dating abuse perpetration. In 

one study, Foshee, Linder, MacDougall, and Bangdiwala (2001) found that non-White 

females were more likely to perpetrate dating abuse than white females or non-White 

males eighteen months later. In a recent review, Foshee and Matthew (2007) found that 

across studies non-White adolescents were significantly more likely to perpetrate 

moderate and severe physical dating abuse. In addition, they summarized that race is 

associated with the likelihood of experiencing dating abuse, with African American, 

Latino, White, and Asian adolescents in order of likelihood of perpetration (Foshee & 

Matthew, 2007).    

Early cross-sectional research suggested that age was correlated with dating abuse 

in expected directions. Specifically, Foshee et al. (2001) found that as adolescents entered 

later teen years, they dated more and had less adult supervision, leading to more 

situations in which dating abuse could occur. However, more recent longitudinal research 

has indicated that the relationship between dating abuse and age is more complex. For 
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example, Wolfe et al. (2003) reported that physical and emotional dating abuse steadily 

declines from ages 14 to 18. However, Foshee and Matthew (2007) found that emotional 

and sexual dating abuse remained constant from 8
th

 to 12
th

 grade, while physical dating 

abuse reached a peak between 14 and 15 years of age and then declined.    

Personal attitudes and beliefs about the acceptance of dating abuse norms have 

also been documented to predict dating abuse. In one study, researchers found that males 

who reported acceptance of dating abuse norms were more likely to victimize their dating 

partners (Foshee et al., 2001). Other cross-sectional studies had similar findings; 

however, longitudinal studies have found limited evidence that norms predict dating 

abuse (Foshee & Matthew, 2007). Foshee and Matthew (2007) argue that the association 

between attitudes and dating abuse observed in some studies is actually a change in 

attitudes that reflect behavior, rather than attitudes that predict behavior.  

Researchers have established that previous experiences of childhood abuse, sexual 

abuse, and violent victimization are predictive of future dating abuse and domestic in the 

absence of intervention (Bank & Burraston, 2001; Bossarte, 2008; Ehrensaft et al., 2003). 

For example, Chiodo, et al. (2009) found that female sexual victimization by 9
th

 grade 

strongly predicted dating abuse victimization later in high school. 

Alcohol use was found to significantly predict later dating abuse perpetration in 

females, but not in males (Foshee et al., 2001). Specifically, early alcohol use (prior to 

age 13) seems to be strongly associated with dating abuse and negative outcomes in the 

future (Swahn, 2008). In addition, Champion et al. (2008) found that age of initial alcohol 

use was predictive of both dating abuse perpetration and victimization, and recent (within 

the past month) drunkenness or marijuana use predicted dating abuse victimization.  
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To date, only two large-scale studies have included peer variables in their 

examination of dating abuse (Foshee et al., 2001; Foshee & Matthew, 2007; Schnurr & 

Lohman, 2008). Research from one study indicated that females who have friends who 

have been victims of dating abuse are more likely to perpetrate mild (and later severe) 

dating violence (Foshee et al., 2001). In addition, male perpetration is also predicted by 

friendships with peers in abusive dating relationships, although this relationship is 

mediated by perceived norms (2001). Schnurr and Lohman (2008) added that early and 

continued association with anti-social peers is also predictive of dating abuse 

victimization. 

Family Factors: Researchers have documented the effects of family factors on the 

likelihood of future dating abuse. One of those factors is family structure. Several cross-

sectional studies, and at least one longitudinal study, indicated that family structure is 

predictive of dating abuse perpetration. Specifically, children living in single-parent 

households are more likely to experience dating abuse (Foshee & Matthew, 2007; Malik, 

Sorenson, & Aneshensel, 1997; O’Keeffe, Brockopp, & Chow, 1986).  

In a comprehensive analysis of dating abuse studies, Foshee and Matthew (2007) 

concluded that there is generally little evidence that socioeconomic status is correlated 

with dating abuse perpetration, although in most of the studies there was little 

socioeconomic variability.  

Research on family violence also has mixed results. Some researchers have 

demonstrated that witnessing parental domestic violence predicts dating abuse (Wekerle 

et al., 2001; Wolfe et al., 2001; Wolfe, Wekerle, Reitzel-Jaffe, & Lefebvre, 1998; Wolfe, 

Wekerle, Scott, Straatman, & Grasley, 2004). However, in several studies, including six 
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longitudinal studies, no association was found between exposure to domestic violence 

and dating abuse (Foshee & Matthew, 2007).  

The literature documents other family factors that are predictive of dating abuse. 

Males from maltreating families are more likely to perpetrate dating abuse than females 

(Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Shiedow, & Henry, 2001; Wolfe, Crooks, Chiodo, & Jaffe, 

2009). Lack of parental supervision also predicts dating abuse perpetration (Lavoie, 

Hebert, Tremblay, Vitaro, Vezina, & McDuff, 2002). Finally, parental use of corporal 

punishment and harsh parenting practices have been shown to predict dating abuse 

(Lavoie et al., 2002; Simons, Lin, & Gordon, 1998). 

School and Community Factors: Limited research has addressed the macro-level 

predictors of school and community factors on dating abuse (Foshee et al., 2001).  

Schnurr and Lohman (2008) did find that a lack of school safety was predictive of dating 

abuse perpetration for African American males who had been exposed to parental 

domestic violence. School economic disadvantage was found to mediate the relationship 

between family disadvantage and dating abuse victimization for females (Spriggs, 

Halpern, Herring, & Schoenbach, 2009). This association was stronger for disadvantaged 

families in disadvantaged schools (Spriggs et al., 2009). In addition, research has 

indicated that students living in rural areas are of greater risk of dating abuse 

victimization than students in urban or suburban areas, particularly females (McDonell, 

Ott, & Mitchell, 2010; Olimb, Brownlee, & Tranter, 2002; Spencer & Bryant, 2000). 

Outcomes Associated with Dating Abuse 

Research has established that adolescent dating abuse is associated with 

multitudes of negative health, mental health, social, and educational outcomes.    
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Health Outcomes: Outcomes associated with dating abuse affecting sexual and 

reproductive health have been documented in the literature. Silverman, Raj, Mucci, and 

Hathaway (2002) found that teen victims of dating abuse were more likely than their 

peers to engage in risky sexual behavior (such as intercourse before age 15 and 

unprotected intercourse) and to become pregnant in adolescence. Although not well 

documented in adolescent populations, research on college-aged female victims of dating 

abuse has indicated that perpetration may involve intentional birth-control sabotage 

resulting in unwanted pregnancies (Coggins & Bullock, 2003). Further, adult female 

victims of domestic violence are significantly more likely to be exposed to and contract a 

sexually-transmitted disease (Campbell, 2002; Coggins & Bullock, 2003).  

  Physical injury is a direct result of dating abuse for many adolescents. 

Researchers have found that while males and females report dating abuse victimization at 

similar rates, females consistently report more serious physical and sexual dating abuse 

victimization than males (Foshee et al., 2009). Similarly, Molidor and Tolman (1998) 

found that females were more likely to be injured by severe violence such as sexual 

assault and being punched.  

In many cases, physical violence often escalates as abusive relationships continue. 

Tragically, this escalation may lead to homicide. According to the U.S. Office of Justice 

Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics, from 1976 to 2005, 5% of females ages 12-17 that 

were murdered, were murdered by their dating partners (FBI, 2007). For females ages 18-

24, that number jumps to 29% (FBI, 2007). This is even more concerning given the 

research that shows that prior victimization of dating abuse predicts future victimization 

(Bossarte, Simon, & Swahn, 2008), indicating that the same females who are victimized 
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in adolescence are at a greater risk of being murdered by their dating partner in early 

adulthood.  

Mental Health Outcomes: Researchers have found that adolescents experiencing 

dating abuse are significantly more likely to experience deleterious mental health 

outcomes than their peers. For example, dating abuse is associated with higher levels of 

depression, particularly for females (Banyard & Cross, 2008; Carlson, McNutt, & Choi, 

2003; Golding, 1999; Riger, Raja, & Camacho, 2002). Adolescents who have previously 

been victims of violence and who also report being victims of dating abuse were found to 

have significantly lower self esteem, sense of well-being, and higher rates of depression 

(Ackard & Neumark-Sztainer, 2002; Holt & Espelage, 2003;).  

Adolescents who have experienced dating abuse are significantly more likely to 

have suicidal thoughts, suicidal ideations, and attempt suicide than adolescents without a 

history of dating abuse (Bossarte, Simon, & Swahn, 2008; Coker, McKeown,  Sanderson, 

Davis, Valois, & Huebner, 2000; Silverman, Raj, Mucci, & Hathaway, 2002). While 

dating abuse victimization has been associated with suicidal thoughts in several studies 

for both males and females, typically the effects are stronger for females (Banyard & 

Cross, 2008).  

Researchers have documented that eating disorders are associated with dating 

abuse. Victims are more likely to be diagnosed with an eating disorder or engage in 

unhealthy weight control behaviors (such as the use of laxatives or vomiting) than their 

peers (Ackard & Neumark-Sztainer, 2002; Silverman, Raj, Mucci, & Hathaway, 2002).  

Anxiety disorders have also been associated with dating abuse victimization 

(Carlson, McNutt, & Choi, 2003; Dye & Eckhardt, 2000; Golding, 1999; Goodkind, 
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Gillum, Bybee, & Sullivan, 2003; Holt & Espelage, 2003). Callahan, Tolman, and 

Saunders (2003) found that female victims were more likely to exhibit symptoms of Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) than non-victims and male victims were more likely to 

have higher levels of depression, anxiety, and PTSD than non-victims. In addition, adult 

females who were sexually victimized as adolescents are more likely to be diagnosed 

with PTSD (Ullman & Brecklin, 2002).  

Research has also demonstrated an association between dating abuse 

victimization and substance abuse. Females who have experiencing dating abuse are 

more likely to use illegal drugs (including cocaine), tobacco, alcohol, and anabolic 

steroids than their peers who have not experienced dating abuse (Coker et al., 2000; 

Silverman et al., 2001).  

Social Outcomes: Although extensive research exists that discusses social 

isolation resulting from adult male-on-female domestic violence, only one study 

described the likelihood of adolescents to become isolated due to abusive relationships 

(Larson, Clore, & Wood, 1999). Researchers have also determined that dating abuse 

victimization is associated with victimization in future relationships (Black, 2006; Koss 

2001; Lehrer et al., 2006; Smith, White, & Holland, 2003). Spriggs, Halpern, and Martin 

(2009) reported that 32% of adolescents experiencing dating abuse also reported 

victimization in intimate relationship in early adulthood six years later.  

Educational Outcomes: Limited research has been conducted on educational 

outcomes associated with dating abuse (Black, Noonan, Legg, Eaton, & Breiding, 2006; 

Bergman, 1992; O’Keefe, 1997). Recent national estimates indicated that lower grades in 

school were significantly associated with physical dating violence (Eaton et al., 2006) 
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and that students with higher grades and levels of school attachment were less likely to 

engage in physical dating abuse (Cleveland, Herrerra, & Stuewig, 2003). Initial research 

on the effects of dating abuse victimization on student engagement with school has 

shown an association. In one study, Holt & Espelage (2003) found that victims of 

multiple forms of violence, including dating abuse, report significantly lower levels of 

sense of school belonging, one characteristic of student engagement. Cleveland et al. 

(2008) analyzed data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health and 

found that school attachment predicted dating abuse victimization for females. More 

recently, Banyard and Cross (2008) found that dating abuse was associated with poorer 

educational outcomes, including reported grades and school attachment. These studies 

will be discussed in more detail in subsequent sections of this prospectus.   

Adolescents experiencing dating abuse are at risk of multitudes of negative 

outcomes across health, mental health, social, and educational domains. Although limited 

research has been conducted analyzing the relationship between dating abuse and 

educational outcomes, the results encourage continued investigation, particularly 

examining the relationship between dating abuse and student engagement.  

Student Engagement 

Student engagement is a term used to describe a student’s bonding with, 

commitment to, and participation in school. Although the construct has been 

inconsistently defined and conceptualized in the literature, the importance of student 

engagement to school-related outcomes has been well established. For example, student 

engagement has been found to predict academic achievement and low student 

engagement predicts and explains school dropout (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 
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2008). Research on student engagement is important to design interventions, particularly 

for disengaged students who are at risk of multitudes of negative outcomes. 

Researchers agree that student engagement is a multidimensional construct; 

however, there has been disagreement about the factors that comprise the construct 

(Fredericks et al., 2004). Finn (1989) conceptualized student engagement using a two-

factor model of behavioral and psychological engagement. The three-factor model, which 

adds cognitive engagement to Finn’s (1989) conceptualization, is most common in 

current research (Fredericks et al., 2004). The three-factor model is also consistent with 

person-environment fit theories and individual needs of autonomy, competence, and 

connection (Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2008). Fredericks et al. (2004) argued 

that student engagement should be conceptualized as a meta-construct, comprised of 

cognitive, behavioral, and affective dimensions and research supports the study of student 

engagement as one multidimensional construct (Archambault et al., 2008; Lee & Smith 

1999). 

The three-factor model proposed by Fredericks et al. (2004) was used to inform 

the development of the Student School Engagement Survey (NCSE, 2006) and both the 

model and the measure will be used in this study. As described by Fredericks et al. 

(2004), behavioral engagement is based on participation and includes involvement in 

activities in and outside of the classroom. Emotional engagement is based on emotional 

ties to the school and people in it as well as feelings of motivation for school work 

(Fredericks et al.). Finally, cognitive engagement refers to investment, or a student’s 

thoughtfulness and effort placed on comprehending ideas and skills (Fredericks et al.).  
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Models of Student Engagement 

Research on student engagement has led to the development of several models 

used to understand how student engagement develops and associated outcomes.  

Frustration-Self-Esteem Model: Finn’s (1989) frustration-self esteem model 

argues that when a student experiences academic frustrations, this leads to a decrease in 

the students’ self-esteem. In order to meet personal needs of competence, the student will 

then seek out alternative behaviors to achieve success in. Typically the alternative 

activities are anti-social or delinquent and the student will engage in these behaviors with 

like peers. These behaviors not only help the student avoid the school frustration, but also 

provide the student with social support and facilitate increased self-esteem. According to 

this model, student disengagement may be a result of poor school experiences and 

delinquent behaviors can fulfill the student’s need to feel success and gain social support.  

Participation-Identification Model: Finn’s (1989) participation-identification 

model described the role of children’s early school engagement (defined as participation 

plus commitment to common goals) as critical in the child’s academic and behavioral 

success in the future. According to the model, children who physically withdraw and do 

not participate in school will experience emotional withdrawal and a lack of commitment 

to the academic goals. The lack of identification with goals will lead to continued 

withdrawal and nonparticipation, continuing the cycle of unsuccessful school 

experiences. Furthermore, Finn’s model also argues that participation leads to increased 

identification and together these will positively influence school and social outcomes.  

Stage-Environment Fit Model: The stage-environment fit model applies a 

developmental perspective to Hunt’s (1975) person-environment fit model in research 
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addressing challenges in early adolescence (Eccles, Migdley, Wigfield, Buchanan, 

Reuman, Flanagan, & MacIver, 1993). According to the model, if the environment of the 

school does not fit the psychological needs of the adolescent at that developmental stage, 

the adolescent may experience a decline in motivation. The decline in motivation may be 

evidenced by decreases in interest and participation, or engagement, and subsequent 

declines in performance and behavior. Evidence supporting this model suggests that for 

students in junior high and high school, several factors influence the ability of the 

environment to meet the adolescents’ needs including the shift to a social context with 

less personal contact with adults. The stage-environment fit model provides support for 

this study. Adolescents who experience dating abuse may subsequently have increased 

psychological needs and when those needs can be met through social support from 

important others, the adolescents will be less likely to experience a decline in student 

engagement. 

Outcomes Associated with Student Engagement 

Achievement: The effects of student engagement on academic achievement have 

been thoroughly described in numerous cross-sectional and longitudinal studies (Finn, 

1993; Fredericks et al., 2004; Skinner et al., 1990; Stipek, 2002). Achievement seems to 

be consistent with teacher reports of behavioral engagement and with student self reports 

of behavioral and emotional engagement (Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2005) while only one 

study found significant association with emotional engagement alone (Voelkl, 1997). 

Cognitive engagement, specifically students’ use of metacognitive strategies, is also 

correlated with academic success (Fredericks et al., 2004). For students who experience 

school success, they are more likely to maintain or increase participation and engagement 
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(Finn, 1989; Marks, 2000). Overall, there is enough evidence to conclude that there is a 

strong, positive association between student engagement and academic achievement 

(Furrer & Skinner, 2003). 

School Completion: Some researchers have described school dropout as a “slow 

process of disengagement” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). Much support exists in the literature to 

suggest that student engagement is the way to prevent drop out, and the many negative 

resultant outcomes (Finn & Voelkl, 1993). As a result, dropout prevention research now 

focuses on student engagement as the most effective point of intervention (Daly et al., 

2009). Early research on the association showed that cognitive, behavioral, and affective 

engagement were predictive of student drop out (Janosz, Archambault, Morizot, & 

Pagani, 2008). Excluding additional risk factors, recent research has demonstrated that 

global and behavioral student engagement measures predict drop out (Archambault et al., 

2009; Janosz et al., 2008). A direct association between emotional engagement alone and 

drop out has yet to be established in the literature, but social support from teachers, 

parents, and peers has been demonstrated to reduce the risk of drop out (Fredericks et al., 

2004).  

Other Outcomes: Not only is student engagement associated with increased 

academic achievement and school completion, but it is also associated with a reduction in 

several negative outcomes. Student engagement is correlated with a reduced risk of teen 

pregnancy (Manlove, 1998), substance abuse (Connell, Halpem-Felsher, Clifford, 

Crichlow, & Usinger, 1995), and juvenile delinquency (Tyler, Johnson, & Brownridge, 

2008). In general, engaged students have more positive outcomes and a higher personal 

sense of well-being (Tyler et al., 2008). 
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Predictors of Student Engagement 

Race/Ethnicity: Research on race as a predictor or correlate of student 

engagement is scant and somewhat inconsistent. McNulty and Bellair (2003) found that 

levels of highest to lowest student engagement by racial or ethnic group were as follows: 

Asian, White non-Hispanic, Hispanic, African American, and Native American students. 

National data have also indicated that engagement is highest for Asian and White non-

Hispanic students (Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). In contrast, Marks (2000) found no significant 

differences. Studies using homogenous samples have found associations between race 

and student engagement were influenced by neighborhood violence. For example, Daly et 

al. (2009) found that for African-American urban adolescents, experiencing 

neighborhood crime was predictive of levels of student engagement. Similarly, Garcia-

Reid, Reid, and Peterson (2005) found that neighborhood safety indirectly affected 

student engagement for Hispanic middle-school students.  

Gender: Conclusions about the role of gender in student engagement are 

uncertain. While some researchers have found no significant differences between girls’ 

and boys’ engagement (Bonny, Britto, Klostermann, Hornung, & Slap, 2000), others 

have found rates of student engagement to be higher for girls than boys (Marks, 2000; 

Yazzie-Mintz, 2010). Researchers have also indicated that an interaction between race 

and gender may explain differences in engagement (Sirin & Rogers, 2005).  

Attitudes and Beliefs: Students’ personal attitudes and beliefs have also been 

shown to be associated with student engagement. For example, several researchers have 

found that students’ beliefs about their academic competency are predictive of 

engagement (Connell et al., 1995; Patrick, Skinner, & Connell, 1993; Skinner, Wellborn 
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& Connell, 1990). Similarly, students’ self-efficacy is positively correlated with student 

engagement (Caraway, Tucker, Reinke, & Hall, 2003). The development of student 

engagement is also predicted by students’ perceived control of the school environment 

and their feelings of autonomy are correlated with behavioral and emotional engagement 

(Connell et al., 1995; Patrick et al., 1993).  

Previous Achievement: Voelkl (1997) found that prior achievement predicted 

feelings of school identification, one aspect of affective student engagement. In a study of 

elementary, middle, and high school students, Marks (2000) reported that previous 

academic success was positively associated with student engagement.  

School-level Factors: Several studies have found that school size is strongly 

predictive of school outcomes for adolescents. Specifically, research has shown that 

smaller schools promote student engagement and reduce the likelihood of students 

dropping out (Wehlage, Smith, & Lipman, 1992). Smaller schools with more communal 

environments are associated with more academic engagement and achievement (Lee & 

Smith, 1993; 1995). In addition, Finn & Voelkl (1993) found that students attending 

smaller schools are more likely to participate in curriculum and social activities, perceive 

greater social support, and show increased behavioral engagement.  

Research has also established that school disciplinary policies and students 

perceptions of the flexibility and fairness of school rules influence student engagement. 

Specifically, Natriello (1984) found that students who perceived unfairness were more 

likely to behaviorally disengage. Finn & Voelkl (1993) described that when students 

perceived school rules to be more rigid, they were slightly less likely to participate.   
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Roeser & Eccles (1998) found that student perceptions of school are strongly 

predictive of student engagement. This relationship may be explained by the sense of 

connection that students feel with the school. Students that perceive a low connection to 

school report more negative perceptions of the school (Frey, Ruchkin, Martin, & 

Schwab-Stone, 2009). Students’ positive school perceptions are associated with stronger 

feelings of school connectedness as well as student engagement (Marks, 2000).  

Teacher Factors: Research has demonstrated that several characteristics of 

teachers and classrooms are associated with student engagement, including social 

support, quality, fairness, and expectations (Klem & Connell, 2004; Fredericks et al., 

2004). Quality of instruction, as well as perceived quality and fairness of assignments are 

associated with student engagement (Marks, 2000). Students demonstrated increased 

behavioral and cognitive engagement when teachers assigned meaningful tasks with real-

world value (Stipek, 2002; Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989). In 

addition, teacher expectations and emphasis on academic achievement are positively 

associated with cognitive engagement (Blumenfeld & Meece, 1988; Roeser & Eccles, 

1998).   

Peers: Students’ relationships with peers are strongly predictive of student 

engagement (Perdue, Manzeske, & Estelle, 2009). Student acceptance by peers is 

positively associated and rejection by peers is negatively associated with measures of 

student engagement (Buhs & Ladd, 2001; French & Conrad, 2001; Wentzel, 1994). For 

students who actively participate with academically engaged peers, a learning community 

develops which fosters continued cognitive and academic engagement (Guthrie & 

Wigfield, 2000). Peer group values and norms also significantly impact student 
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engagement, with research demonstrating that peer groups can enhance or demean the 

value of student engagement for group members (Fredericks et al., 2004).  

Social Support – School and Teachers: Social support that students receive from 

teachers and the school environment has been demonstrated to be strongly associated 

with measures of student engagement. Disengaged students report feeling less connected 

to the school setting, while more engaged students express higher levels of social support 

from the school (Connell et al., 1995). Others have described that student engagement is 

positively correlated with school environments that promote a sense of community or 

connectedness (Battistich, Solomon, Watson, & Schaps, 1997; Marks, 2000).  

Extensive research exists on the effects of social support from teachers on student 

engagement (Wentzel & Wigfield, 1998). Social support from teachers is associated with 

increased behavioral engagement from students, including increased participation and on-

task behaviors (Battistch et al., 1997). In addition, Reschly & Christenson (2006) report 

that particularly in small schools, teacher social support is one of a myriad of factors 

associated with a decreased risk of dropping out of school. Interestingly, teacher reports 

of students’ levels of behavioral engagement are consistent with the students’ self reports 

(Birch & Ladd, 1997; Valeski & Stipek, 2001). Most studies have been cross-sectional, 

with the exception of a longitudinal study conducted by Stormer and Bahem (1993) in 

which the authors determined that students’ behavioral engagement is reciprocally related 

with teachers’ perceptions of students’ behavioral engagement. In other words, teachers 

will perceive students who participate more as being more engaged and will respond to 

the students accordingly. Knowledge of the reciprocal nature of teacher-student 
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interactions is particularly useful for educators and could be used to influence school 

reforms (Marks, 2000).  

Although not as extensive, there is research demonstrating the effects of teacher 

support on student emotional engagement (Connell & Wellborn 1991; Furrer & Skinner, 

2003; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Much of this research aligns well with Finn’s Stage-

Environment Fit model (Finn, 1989). Particularly as students transition to middle school, 

they experience much stage-environment “unfit” and benefit from the supportive 

relationships with teachers. Additionally, there has been research indicating that students 

of teachers who employ metacognitive teaching strategies, and who challenge their 

students and press for academic achievement, report higher cognitive engagement (Buhs 

& Ladd 2001; French & Conrad, 2001).  

Social Support – Peers: Although there is less research on the effect of peer social 

support on student engagement, the research that exists suggests that there is an 

association (Fredericks et al., 2004; Garcia-Reid et al., 2005). Levels of peer support or 

peer alienation can predict changes in student engagement and peer support can serve as a 

protective factor against disengagement (Crosnoe, Cavanagh, & Elder, 2003; Furrer & 

Skinner, 2003; Marks, 2000). Researchers have found that behavioral and emotional 

engagement are associated with peer social support; however, cognitive engagement 

associations are lacking in the literature (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, Friedel, & Paris, 2002; 

Kindermann, 1993).    

Social Support – Family and Other Adults: Several researchers have described the 

positive impact that adult relationships have on student engagement. Specifically, parent 

support and involvement is critical in the development and encouragement of student 
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engagement (Christenson & Thurlow, 2004; Garcia-Reid et al., 2005; Marks, 2000). 

Support from parents and other family members, and attachment to family, is predictive 

of psychological and behavioral engagement (Daly et al., 2009; Furrer & Skinner, 2003). 

The importance of familial support to levels of student engagement seems to be more 

salient for younger children and is less influential as children grow older (Daly et al., 

2009). Just as social support from teachers, parents, and family members are critical for 

students, relationships with other adults in the neighborhood are associated with 

increased psychological and behavioral engagement (Daly et al., 2009; Woolley & 

Bowen, 2007).  

Social support from important others, such as family members, teachers, peers, 

and other adults, has been demonstrated to be salient for the development and 

encouragement of student engagement, as well as multitudes of other significant 

outcomes.  

Social Support 

Resilience broadly refers to “a class of phenomena involving successful 

adaptation in the context of significant threats to development” (Masten et al., 1999). 

Two factors are important in the study of resilience in individuals – first the individual 

must have either a high risk status or have been exposed to a traumatic event, and second, 

the individual must have developed well (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). Researchers have 

progressed the study of resilience to examining protective factors, which are factors that 

can influence the effects of either individual characteristics or specific life stressors by 

reducing the likelihood of negative outcomes (Hauser, 1999).  

The first use of social support as a protective factor in the literature was by Cobb 

(1976). Cobb (1976) described that individuals benefit from their social environment in a 
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way that buffers against negative effects of stress. He went on to describe social support 

as information which leads to feelings that one is cared for, esteemed, valued, and a sense 

of belonging to a reciprocal social network (1976). Since that time, researchers have 

continued to describe the positive effects of social support, particularly on individuals at 

risk due to trauma, stress, or exposure to violence.  

More recent research has further determined the protective effects of social 

support. Cohen (2004) has most recently described emotional support from others, or 

more specifically, the availability of at least one empathic, caring, reassuring, and trustful 

individual who provides support, as most important in buffering against the negative 

effects of stress. Other researchers have found that the source of the support, as opposed 

to the type of support, is most salient and that for adolescents, the importance of the 

source will vary by developmental stage and gender (Cauce, Felner, & Primavera, 1982; 

Gillock & Reyes, 1999; Holt & Espelage, 2006; Rueger, Demaray, & Malecki, 2010; 

Seidman, Allen, Aber, & Mitchell,1995).  

Models 

Tardy’s Model of Social Support. Tardy’s model of social support describes the 

importance of students giving and receiving social support in order to excel academically 

(Tardy 1985). Tardy (1985) provided a framework for examining social support using 

five dimensions including: (1) Direction, whether support is given or received; (2) 

Disposition, the availability of support; (3) Description/Evaluation, description of support 

generally or evaluation of satisfaction with support; (4) Content, referring to emotional, 

instrumental, informational, and appraisal types of support; and, (5) Network, the people 

providing and/or receiving support. Although the conceptualization of the dimensions of 
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social support is important, previous research has found that the source of support, rather 

than the dimension or type, is predictive of positive outcomes (Seidman et al., 1995). 

Tardy’s model was used to develop the Malecki and Demaray (2004) instrument 

(CASSS) which will be used in this study. 

Stress-buffering Model. Cohen and Wills (1985) described evidence supporting 

the stress-buffering model, which posits that social support resources that are responsive 

to the needs of an individual experiencing stress can prevent deleterious outcomes. In 

addition, Cohen and Wills (1985) defined stress as the condition in which a person 

experiences a situation which they consider threatening, demanding, or one in which they 

do not have an appropriate coping response. Furthermore, Cohen and Wills (1985) 

emphasized that a single event is not likely to elicit stress, using this situation. Rather, 

repeated occurrences and multiple situations that strain “the problem solving capacity of 

the individual” have the potential to lead to negative outcomes (Cohen & Wills, 1985). 

Cohen and Wills (1985) also theorized that social support may buffer against negative 

outcomes either by intervening between the stressful event and the reaction to stress, or 

between the experience of stress and the onset of negative outcomes. Support for this 

model has been variable depending on the source of social support, the source of the 

stress, and the level of stress (Zimmerman, Ramirez-Valles, Zapert, & Maton, 2000).  

Social Support from Important Others 

Parents and Family Members. Researchers have found that social support from 

parents and family members can have positive effects on adolescents’ social competence, 

self-esteem, mental health, and behavior. Evidence of the positive effects on adolescents’ 

social competence and self-esteem has been found across diverse samples and in many 
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cases, is more salient for females (Cauce et al., 1982; Seidman et al., 1995; Kolbo, 1996). 

Mental health outcomes include decreased depression, anxiety, psychological distress, 

and the likelihood of meeting diagnostic criteria for internalizing and externalizing 

disorders (Cauce et al., 1982; Grant et al., 2000; Holt & Espelage, 2005; Luster & Small, 

1997; Seidman et al., 1995). Familial social support has also been associated with 

decreased antisocial behavior, drug use, and externalizing disorders (Dubow, Edwards, & 

Ippolito, 1997; Grant et al., 2000). In addition, school outcomes include increased interest 

in school, academic achievement, and school adjustment and decreased disciplinary 

referrals (Dubow, Tisak, Causey, Hryshko, & Reid, 1991; Connell et al, 1995; Weist, 

Freedman, Paskewitz, Proescher, & Flaherty, 1995; Wentzel, 1998). 

Teachers. Social support from teachers is associated with multitudes of positive 

outcomes for students including higher self-concepts and feelings of competence 

(Seidman et al., 1995; Werner, 1990), better adaptive and emotional functioning (Bru, 

Murberg, & Stephens, 2001; Reddy, Rhodes, & Mulhall, 2003), increased academic 

achievement (Bru et al., 2001; Malecki & Demaray, 2002), and higher behavioral and 

emotional engagement with school (Brewster & Bowen, 2004; Seidman et al., 1995; 

Wentzel, 1998). Researchers have found that the importance of teacher support is second 

only to parental and family support (Smokowski, David-Ferndon, & Stroupe, 2009; 

Werner, 1990).  

Peers. Supportive relationships with peers have also been associated with a 

myriad of positive outcomes for children and adolescents. The literature shows that social 

support from peers is associated with increased self-esteem (Colarossi & Eccles, 2003) 

and positive mental health outcomes such as decreased internalizing disorders, such as 
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anxiety and depression, decreased externalizing disorders, and increased overall 

psychological well-being (Benhorin & McMahon, 2008; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & 

Bukowski, 1999; Holt & Espelage, 2007; McCreary, Slavin, & Berry, 1996; Prinstein, 

Boergers, & Vernberg, 2001). Social outcomes such as prosocial behaviors, sympathy, 

and social competence are positively correlated with peer social support (Benhorin & 

McMahon, 2008; Demarary & Malecki, 2003;). Conversely, aggression and externalizing 

disorders have been found to be negatively correlated with peer social support (Prinstein 

et al., 2001; Scarpo et al., 2006). Finally, some studies have found that peer social 

support has mixed effects on academic achievement (Seidman et al., 1995) and at least 

one study found that peer support, as opposed to support from close friends, was 

positively associated with academic achievement. 

Neighborhood and Community. To date, very little research has been conducted 

on the positive effects associated with neighborhood or community social support and 

additional research is warranted (Wolkow & Ferguson, 2001). Siedman et al. (1995) were 

the first to introduce neighborhood support into their model, based on their argument that 

developmentally it is particularly salient for adolescents. Several studies have found 

positive effects when adults in the neighborhood collectively nurture children (Morenoff, 

1999; Morenoff & Sampson, 1997). In a recent study, Woolley and Bowen (2007) found 

that students who reported social support from multiple adults, including supportive 

adults in the neighborhood, had significantly higher psychological and behavioral 

engagement with school. 
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Social Support as a Moderator 

Evidence supporting the stress-buffering model suggests that perceived social 

support from important others, such as parents and peers, can reduce the likelihood that 

children and adolescents will experience negative outcomes due to stressors, such as 

victimization or exposure to violence.  

For adolescents who experience loss, major life stressors, or other adverse 

conditions, social support has been shown to be associated with less negative outcomes. 

Several studies have found that family and parental support is associated with better 

recovery and decreased incidence of internalizing disorders for children who have 

experienced loss and stress (Grant et al., 2000; Werner, 1990;). In addition, stressed 

children who report family social support are less likely to meet diagnostic criteria for an 

externalizing disorder, engage in bullying behavior, and to receive disciplinary referrals 

at school (Grant et al., 2000; Weist et al., 1995). At least one study has found that for 

teens experiencing adverse conditions, parental support is associated with more positive 

school outcomes, including academic achievement (Connell et al., 1994).  

Community violence and family violence can have many deleterious effects for 

children and adolescents who witness or experience it. For those that are at risk of 

negative effects associated with family violence, social support from peers and parents 

has been shown to improve psychological well being, self-worth, and decrease other 

negative effects (Kolbo, 1996; McCreary et al., 1996). For youth exposed to community 

violence, social support from peers, not necessarily close friends, can protect from 

negative effects including internalizing disorders, decreased sense of self competence, 
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and aggression (Benhorin & McMahon, 2008; Bowen & Chapman, 1996; Garcia-Reid et 

al., 2005; Scarpa & Haden, 2006; Zimmerman et al., 2000).  

For child and adolescent victims of abuse, supportive relationships with family 

and peers can buffer against some of the negative effects. Social support from family, 

particularly mothers, has been shown to decrease the likelihood of psychological distress, 

depression, and anxiety and increase social competence for victims of sexual abuse 

(Fering, Taska, Lewis, 1998; Luster & Small, 1997). Peer support has been shown to be 

associated with decreased internalizing disorders, such as anxiety and depression, as well 

as externalizing disorders for children and adolescents relationally victimized or bullied 

by peers (Hodges et al, 1999; Holt & Espelage, 2007; Prinstein et al., 2001).  

Social support has been documented to be a protective factor for youth at risk of 

negative outcomes due to a myriad of risk factors, including peer victimization. Recently, 

researchers have investigated the protective effects of social support for youth who have 

been victims of dating abuse (Banyard & Cross, 2008; Holt & Espelage, 2005). Holt & 

Espelage (2005) found that social support (specifically maternal) buffered against 

psychological distress for African-American, male victims of dating abuse. Banyard & 

Cross (2008) determined that adolescents who experienced physical dating abuse or 

sexual abuse and who reported higher levels of neighborhood support, had significantly 

higher academic achievement and school attachment that victims who did not perceive 

support. The results of these studies encourage continued research examining social 

support as a moderating variable for victims of dating abuse.  
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Linking Dating Abuse, Student Engagement, and Social Support 

Previous research indicates that adolescents who have experienced violence or 

abuse are at risk of negative educational outcomes including disengaging from school 

(Garnefski & Arends, 1998; Ma, Phelps, Lerner, and Lerner, 2009). Unfortunately, little 

research has been conducted that examines the effects of dating abuse on school-related 

outcomes. Estimates indicate that 43% of dating abuse occurs in school buildings or on 

school grounds (Molidor & Tolman, 1998). Despite this knowledge, only four studies 

have examined the effects of dating abuse on school outcomes, specifically academic 

achievement, school belonging, and school attachment (Banyard & Cross, 2008; 

Cleveland et al., 2003;Eaton et al., 2006; Holt & Espelage, 2003). Results point to a 

negative correlation between dating abuse and important educational outcomes that 

necessitates additional research.  

Researchers have demonstrated that for victims of violence or abuse, social 

support serves as a buffer against negative outcomes. Currently, only two studies have 

examined the moderating effect of social support for victims of dating abuse (Banyard & 

Cross, 2008; Holt & Espelage, 2005) and only one study has used a school-related 

outcome variable (Banyard & Cross, 2008). Both studies pioneered research in the 

critical area of social support as a protective factor for adolescents experiencing dating 

abuse, providing early evidence to be built upon.  

Holt and Espelage (2005) examined the protective effect of social support on 

depression and anxiety for Caucasian and African American adolescent victims of dating 

abuse attending middle or high school in suburban areas. Their results indicated that 

parental social support moderates the relationship between physical and emotional dating 
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abuse and psychological well being, particularly for African American males. Banyard 

and Cross (2008) found that neighborhood social support protected adolescents who 

experienced physical dating abuse or sexual abuse against decreased academic 

achievement and school attachment.  

While Banyard and Cross’ (2008) ground-breaking study shed new light on the 

relationship between dating abuse, social support, and educational outcomes, the study 

also had important limitations. To measure dating abuse, the researchers used two 

questions, one each to assess physical dating abuse and peer sexual violence (that was not 

specific to a dating relationship), and reliability and validity information was not 

available for this scale. To assess social support, three items each were used to assess 

maternal support, paternal support, and neighborhood support (adequate reliability was 

reported for these scales). In addition, school attachment was measured with four items 

with adequate reliability. Finally, due to the homogeneity of the sample, and in order to 

protect the anonymity of participants, the researchers did not collect information on race 

or ethnicity.  

This study will build upon research conducted by Banyard and Cross (2008) in 

several important ways. This study will sample from an ethnically diverse high school 

and will use comprehensive, valid, and reliable measures of dating abuse, social support, 

and student engagement to assess the moderating role of social support on the 

relationship between dating abuse and student engagement.  

Theoretical Orientations Guiding the Research Questions 

The research questions in this study were informed by the positive youth 

development perspective and the stress-buffering model.  
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Positive Youth Development Perspective. The positive youth development 

perspective (Eccles & Gootman, 2002) has recently garnered attention and support from 

researchers; (Catalano Hawkins, Berglund, Pollard, & Arthur, 2002; Lerner, Dowling, & 

Anderson, 2005). This burgeoning perspective is based on the developmental systems 

perspective and ecological systems theory and was developed in part due to community-

based initiatives designed to reduce adolescent risk-taking behaviors. The positive youth 

development perspective emphasizes the strengths, resilience, and competencies of 

adolescents in opposition of the deficit model which focuses on risk, problems, and 

crises. In addition, this perspective posits that risk and protective factors are present 

throughout an adolescent’s ecosystem and interventions should be designed to align 

personal strengths with social resources.  

The positive youth development perspective also embraces several tenets of the 

developmental systems perspective (Lerner et al., 2005). There is an emphasis on the 

importance of multiple perspectives and examining interactional processes as the basic 

units of research. Also, the perspective highlights that multiple factors can promote 

multiple outcomes, with a particular emphasis on the potential of positive outcomes due 

to intraindividual, interindividual, or systemic plasticity. The positive youth development 

perspective has not yet been used in dating abuse research; however, it has been used to 

examine risk and protective factors for bullies and victims on their academic competence 

(Ma, Phelps, Lerner, & Lerner, 2009). 

Stress-Buffering Model. The stress buffering model holds that social support 

protects individuals from negative outcomes caused by prolonged or repeated stress that 

the individual is unable to cope with (Cohen & Wills, 1985). This model has received 
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mixed support in the literature (Zimmerman, et al. 2000); however, two recent studies 

have demonstrated its utility for understanding the importance of social support for 

adolescents experiencing dating abuse. Holt and Espelage (2005) found that African 

American males who reported experiencing high levels of physical dating violence and 

who reported high maternal social support had significantly less anxiety and depression 

than their peers with low maternal social support. Similarly, Banyard and Cross (2008) 

found that neighborhood support moderated the effects of physical dating abuse on girls’ 

suicidal thoughts, substance abuse, and school attachment as well as the effects of sexual 

abuse on suicidal thoughts. Neighborhood support also protected against lower academic 

achievement for boys experiencing sexual abuse and protected against school 

disengagement for boys experiencing physical dating abuse. Finally, the authors found 

that parental support protected against suicidal thoughts for girls experiencing sexual 

abuse. The results from both studies urge continued research examining the protective 

function of social support for adolescents experiencing dating abuse. 

Summary 

Previous research indicates that dating abuse is associated with deleterious effects 

for adolescents, including low academic achievement and student disengagement. 

Student engagement is critical for adolescents’ academic achievement and school 

completion and is associated with decreased risk-taking behaviors. Research has also 

established that social support can serve as a protective factor against negative outcomes 

for adolescents who have experienced abuse or violence, and preliminary evidence 

suggests that social support moderates the relationship between dating abuse and multiple 

outcomes including student engagement. The prevalence of and vast deleterious effects 

associated with dating abuse, as well as the salience of student engagement, emphasizes 
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the importance of continued evaluation of the buffering effect of social support on 

student engagement for adolescents experiencing dating abuse. 
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Chapter Three: Proposed Research Study 

Problem Statement 

Previous research indicates that social support may serve as a buffer against 

student disengagement for adolescents experiencing dating abuse. The earlier study 

provided ground-breaking evidence of the moderating effect of social support on the 

relationship between dating abuse and school attachment; however, the study used very 

brief measures of the constructs and did not collect race or ethnicity data on participants. 

Therefore, this study seeks to build upon previous research by testing this model using a 

sample from an ethnically diverse high school in a rural/semi-rural school district and 

using comprehensive, valid, and reliable measures of dating abuse, student engagement, 

and social support. The findings will have important implications for intervention for 

adolescents experiencing dating abuse. 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine the role of social support as a moderator 

between dating abuse and student engagement. Informed by the positive youth 

development perspective and the stress-buffering model, this study will examine the 

effects of dating abuse victimization on student engagement and the buffering role of 

social support in that relationship. Specifically, this study will use self-report measures 

from a rural/semi-rural, high school sample and multiple regression analysis to determine 

the effect of dating abuse on student engagement. If a significant relationship is found 

between dating abuse and student engagement, this study will then use multiple 

regression analysis to determine the moderating effect of social support on the 

relationship between dating abuse and student engagement.  
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Research Questions and Hypothesis 

Research Question 1:  

In this sample, will participants who have experienced dating abuse report lower 

student engagement compared to peers who have not experienced dating abuse?  

Hypothesis 1:  

Participants who have experienced dating abuse will report lower student 

engagement compared to peers who have not experienced dating abuse.  

Rational 1a:  

Several studies have found that dating abuse victimization is negatively correlated 

with school outcomes, specifically academic achievement, school belonging, and school 

attachment (Banyard & Cross, 2008; Cleveland et al., 2003; Eaton et al., 2006; Holt & 

Espelage, 2003).  However, previous studies were limited by their brief measures of the 

constructs. This first analysis will add to the literature using valid and reliable global 

measures of both constructs. It is predicted that adolescents who report higher levels of 

dating abuse will also report lower student engagement.  

Research Question 2:  

Will participants who have experienced dating abuse (sexual aggression, 

relational aggression, emotional/verbal abuse, threatening behavior, or physical abuse) 

report lower student engagement compared to peers who have not experienced dating 

abuse?  

Hypothesis 2: 

Participants who have experienced dating abuse (sexual aggression, relational 

aggression, emotional/verbal abuse, threatening behavior, or physical abuse) will report 

lower student engagement compared to peers who have not experienced dating abuse.  
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Rationale 2: 

Previous studies have reported a relationship between dating abuse and school-

related outcomes (Banyard & Cross, 2008; Cleveland et al., 2003; Eaton et al., 2006; Holt 

& Espelage, 2003). Eaton et al. (2006) found that physical dating abuse was associated 

with lower grades in a nationally representative sample of students. Similarly, Cleveland 

et al. (2003) found that females who report lower academic achievement and school 

attachment were more likely to experience physical dating abuse and males with lower 

academic achievement were more likely to perpetrate male-on-female physical dating 

abuse. Banyard and Cross (2008) found that physical dating abuse and peer sexual 

victimization were negatively correlated with school attachment in grades for males and 

females. In addition, Holt and Espelage (2003) found that students who experienced 

physical dating abuse, emotional dating abuse, and peer sexual victimization reported 

significantly lower sense of school belonging. Based on previous research, it is expected 

that adolescents who report experiencing sexual aggression, emotional/verbal abuse, and 

physical abuse will also report lower student engagement. 

Research Question 3:  

For participants who have experienced dating abuse, will social support moderate 

the relationship between dating abuse and student engagement?   

Hypothesis 3: 

For participants who have experienced dating abuse, social support will moderate 

the effect of dating abuse victimization on student engagement. 
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Rationale 3: 

Research has demonstrated that social support servers as a buffer against negative 

outcomes for victims of abuse and violence, and, more recently, researchers have found 

that social support buffers against negative psychological and educational outcomes for 

victims of dating abuse (Banyard & Cross, 2008; Holt & Espelage, 2005). Specifically, 

one study found that social support moderated the relationship between dating abuse and 

school attachment, one characteristic of emotional student engagement (Banyard & 

Cross, 2008). The stress buffering model posits that social support serves a protective 

factor for individuals experiencing stress (Cohen & Wills, 1985).Therefore, it is expected 

that adolescents who have experienced dating abuse and who report higher levels of 

social support will report significantly higher student engagement than dating abuse 

victims who report lower levels of social support. 

Research Question 4:  

For participants who have experienced dating abuse (sexual aggression, relational 

aggression, emotional/verbal abuse, threatening behavior, or physical abuse), will 

perceived support from the six sources of social support (parent, teacher, classmates, 

close friends, others in school, neighborhood) moderate the relationship between dating 

abuse student engagement?  

Hypothesis 4: 

For participants who have experienced dating abuse (sexual aggression, relational 

aggression, emotional/verbal abuse, threatening behavior, or physical abuse), the 

moderating effects of social support on student engagement will differ by source of social 

support and form of dating abuse. 
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Rationale 4: 

Researchers have found that the source of social support, as opposed to the type 

of support, is most salient, and that sources are often correlated with each other, 

indicating the need to examine them separately (Cauce et al., 2009; Gillock & Reyes, 

1999; Holt & Espelage 2005; Rueger et al., 2010; Seidman et al., 1995). Similarly, Holt 

and Espelage (2003) described the importance of measuring the forms of dating abuse 

separately. In previous studies examining the relationship between dating abuse and 

negative outcomes where social support moderated the relationship, specific patterns 

emerged. For example, Holt and Espelage (2005) found that African American males 

who experienced physical or emotional dating abuse and who also perceived high 

maternal social support had significantly lower levels of anxiety/depression. In addition, 

Caucasian females who experienced physical dating abuse and who perceived high 

paternal social support also reported less anxiety/depression (Holt & Espelage, 2005). To 

date, only one study has examined the moderating role of social support on the 

relationship between dating abuse and school-related outcomes. Banyard and Cross 

(2008) found that neighborhood social support moderated the relationship between 

physical dating abuse and school attachment and grades, as well as between sexual dating 

abuse and grades. Based on previous research, it is expected that perceived parental and 

neighborhood social support will moderate the relationship between physical, 

emotional/verbal, and sexual aggression forms of dating abuse and student engagement. 

Additional exploratory analysis will be conducted to determine what, if any, other 

relationships emerge. 
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Method 

Participants 

Participants will include 292 male and female students, ages 13-19. All students 

will be 9
th

 through 12
th

 graders in a central Texas high school. The high school is located 

in a rural/semi-rural school district outside of a large city. This high school was selected 

due to the proximity to the university and the professional relationship that has been 

established with members of the psychological services team. Population demographics 

in the high school are similar to the demographics in the county in which the high school 

is located. Approximately 1,780 students are enrolled at this high school, of which 52% 

are male. Half of the students are White Non-Hispanic, 45% are Hispanic, 4% are 

African American, and 1% are Asian. To date, there has not been research on social 

support as a moderator of student engagement for adolescent victims of dating abuse 

residing in a rural/semi-rural setting. 

Measures 

Conflict in Adolescent Dating Relationships Inventory (CADRI; See Appendix A): 

The Conflict in Adolescent Dating Relationships Inventory (CADRI) is 35-item measure 

(Wolfe, Scott, Reitzel-Jaffe, Wekerle, Grasley, & Straatman 2001). The CADRI asks 

respondents to rate (0 = never, 1 = seldom, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often) how often abusive 

and/or violent acts occurred during an argument with a partner over the past year. Each 

question is asked twice, first in regards to the behavior of the participant and second in 

regards to the behavior of the dating partner. The CADRI provides a Total Abuse score 

(can range from 0 to 150) and five subscale scores: Sexual Aggression (can range from 0 

to 24), Relational Aggression (can range from 0 to 18), Emotional and Verbal Abuse (can 

range from 0 to 60), Threatening Behaviors (can range from 0 to 24), and Physical Abuse 
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(can range from 0 to 24). This scale was originally developed using a sample of French-

Canadian high school students; however, it has since demonstrated good reliability and 

validity in many diverse populations including Spanish adolescents (Fernandez-Fuertez, 

Fuertez, & Pulido, 2010), Mexican-American adolescents (Hokoda et al., 2006), and 

Arab and Jewish adolescents residing in Israel (Sherer, 2009). In diverse U.S. samples, 

similar to that of this proposed study, the CADRI demonstrated higher validity and 

reliability than in the original sample (Goldstein, Chesire-Teran, & McFaul, 2008; 

Teitelman, Ratcliffe, Dichter, & Sullivan, 2008).   

The authors reported test-retest correlation for the overall score to be .68 to .75, 

and internal consistency was .54 to .81 (Wolfe et al., 2001). Coefficient alphas for the 

Sexual, Relational, Emotional, Threatening, and Physical subscales in the original study 

were .38, .33, .62, .91, .92, respectively (2001). Coefficient alphas for the subscales in an 

ethnically diverse sample were .54, .88, .94, .90, and .85, respectively, indicating the 

appropriateness of this measure for the current sample (Teitelman et al., 2008)). 

Additionally, the authors have reported overall score strong internal consistency (r =.83) 

and test-retest reliability (r = .64) with several high school samples (Wolfe et al., 2004). 

In this study, only the 35 questions asking about the behavior of the participants’ partner 

will be used to calculate dating abuse victimization scores. For use in this study, the 

subscale scores will be calculated individually and then the global dating abuse score will 

be calculated and used as a continuous variable. 

Child and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS; See Appendix B): The Child 

and Adolescent Social Support Scale (CASSS) is a 60-item self-report measure of 

perceived social support for students in grades 3 through 12 (Malecki, Demaray, & 
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Elliott, 2000). Students rate the frequency and importance of supportive behaviors from 

parents, teachers, classmates, close friends, and others in the school using 6-point Likert 

scales (importance ratings are primarily used for clinical interpretation and will not be 

used in this study). The reliability coefficient was found to be .97 for the total scale, with 

subscale coefficients ranging from .90 to .95 (Malecki & Demaray, 2002). Internal 

validity ranged from .71 to .78 and convergent validity was strong with the Social 

Support Scale for Children (.70), a commonly used social support measure for children 

(2002). The items assess emotional, informational, instrumental, and appraisal support; 

however, support scores will be summed across forms of support and totals will be 

derived for subscales by support provider. 

Neighborhood Support subscale of School Success Profile (Bowen & Richman, 

2001; See Appendix B): Neighborhood support was measured using 7 items that assess 

the degree of cohesion, encouragement, and support that students’ perceive in their 

neighborhood. The items are scored as 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, and 

4 = strongly agree, to statements such as “if I had a problem, there are neighbors who 

would help me”. Prior studies report a Cronbach’s alpha of .73 (Garcia-Reid et al., 2005) 

and .81 (Bowen, 2005). Additional research has demonstrated the scale has good 

discriminate validity (Woolley & Bowen, 2007). Item scores will be summed to reach a 

total neighborhood social support score. 

Student School Engagement Survey (SSES; See Appendix D): The Student School 

Engagement Survey (SSES) is a 45-item self-report measure designed to assess the 

multidimensionality of student engagement. The items are divided into three subscales – 

Emotional Engagement (16 items), Cognitive Engagement (22 items), and Behavioral 
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Engagement (7 items). The authors validated the study using samples of ethnically 

diverse students from elementary to high school grades at three sites who previously 

engaged in truancy. The three scales were determined to be reliable in all but one case 

with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from .79 to .92. Using other school-related 

outcomes, the authors found the survey to have acceptable convergent validity (NCSE, 

2006).  

The SSES was not tested by the authors for reliability or validity using a global 

score of student engagement. Instead, students received separate scores on each scale: 

emotional engagement scores ranged from 0 to 77, cognitive engagement scores ranged 

from 0 to 89, and behavioral engagement scores ranged from 0 to 33. For the purposes of 

this study, the scores will be summed to achieve a total student engagement score (0 to 

199). Prior to the administration of the SSES to the sample, it will be piloted on a group 

of high school students attending a nearby high school with similar demographic make-

up in order to establish test-rest reliability. The SSES will be administered to a sample of 

50 students at Time A and again at Time B, six weeks later. In addition, the Student 

Engagement Instrument (SEI; Appleton et al., 2008) will also be administered at Time A 

in order to assess construct validity and convergent validity. Scores on the SSES will be 

correlated with scores on the SEI to determine convergent validity and the researcher will 

compare items on the two measures to determine construct validity. 

Demographic information (See Appendix E): After parent consent has been 

received and the students have given assent, students will be given a form to complete 

that asks about demographic information. Information to be collected includes age, grade, 

gender, and ethnicity. 
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Procedures 

Approval by Human Subjects Committee: Before beginning this study, all 

materials will be submitted for approval to the Institutional Review Board for the 

Protection of Human Subjects at the University of Texas at Austin. This study will be in 

compliance with the ethical standards set forth by the American Psychological 

Association’s (APA) Code of Ethics for research with human subjects. Participation in 

this proposed study will be voluntary and contingent upon approval by the school district, 

parental consent, and participant assent. 

Recruitment of participants: Participants will be recruited from the selected high 

school. An outline of the study and all relevant materials will be presented to the 

appropriate administrators at the selected school district. Upon approval by the district, 

the primary investigator will meet with school staff to explain the study and answer 

questions. All students will be invited to participate. An incentive for participation will be 

offered (an entry into a random drawing for several prizes). A letter describing the nature 

of the study (see Appendix F) and a parental consent form (see Appendix G) will be 

given to the students, explaining that participation is voluntary, consent may be revoked 

at any time, and refusal to participate will not affect their relationship with the school in 

any way. The letter and forms will be available in Spanish and English. Any student 

returning the consent form, and subsequently completing an assent/consent form, will be 

eligible for participation. 

In addition, an information session will be offered for parents to attend in order to 

receive more information on the study. Due to the sensitive nature of adolescent dating 

abuse, it is important that parents feel comfortable to ensure the highest rate of consent. 

This session will take place on an evening after school and light refreshments will be 
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provided. Students and other young children will have the opportunity to play games in a 

separate room with other graduate students. Parents will be assured of the confidentiality 

and anonymity of their student’s responses and given contact information for resources if 

they know or believe their student is a victim of dating abuse (See Appendix H). A 

Spanish translator will be available. 

Data collection: Data collection will occur in the classroom during a pre-

appointed time that has been deemed by the school to be minimally intrusive to the 

teachers and students. Researchers administering the measures will have a list of students 

who have returned the parental consent form. Only those students will receive the forms 

(assent [See Appendix I], demographic, and surveys) and the students under age 18 

whose parents did not give consent will be given other forms that look similar (null 

group). The paperwork from the null group will be destroyed immediately after data 

collection is completed. In order to minimize privacy concerns, the test administrator will 

have the students act as though it is an exam situation so that they do not look at one 

another’s answers. Total time to complete the surveys is estimated to be 35 minutes. 

After the students complete the questionnaires and return them to the administrator, they 

will be allowed to choose a small candy or prize and be given a raffle ticket to enter into 

the drawing for gift card prizes. In addition, all students will be given a handout 

discussing healthy relationships and providing contact information for a resource to get 

more information on dating abuse (See Appendix J). 

Data Analysis and Expected Results 

Preliminary Analysis 

Prior to testing the research hypotheses using multiple regression analysis, 

descriptive statistics and frequencies will be computed and examined, including means, 
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standard deviations, ranges, and minimum and maximum values. To ensure that no 

assumptions of multiple regression have been violated, scatterplots of the data will be 

created to check for linearity, and a plot of the residuals against the predicted values will 

ensure normally distributed residuals. Additionally, sensitivity analyses will be run to 

determine the effect of outliers. For moderation analysis, variables will be centered to 

reduce potential multicollinearity.  

Power analysis was conducted for the proposed multiple regression analysis 

(MRA). Following the recommendation of Green (1991), the power analysis evaluated 

both: (a) the overall significance of the MRA model, and (b) the unique contribution of 

each predictor. The significance level was set to a more conservative p = .01. Medium 

effect sizes of 0.15 were postulated in keeping with Cohen’s (1988) recommendations for 

MRA. In addition, power was set to 0.80. Results from a power analysis conducted using 

G*Power 3.0.10 revealed that for each regression analysis a sample size of 154 is 

required and for moderation analysis, a sample size of 292 is required to ensure a 

sufficient level of power for all statistical analyses. Participants will be actively recruited 

from the high school population until the minimum sample size is achieved. 

Analysis and Expected Results 

Prior to completing regression analyses, frequency and descriptive data—such as 

means, ranges, and standard deviations—for the measures will be inspected for trends 

and outliers, and to ensure normality (Keith, 2006).  

Multiple regression analysis will be used to develop a model for predicting 

academic achievement for middle school students based on their level of cultural 

mistrust, school connectedness, and educational value.  
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To satisfy the assumptions of multiple regression, linearity will be checked by 

inspecting bivariate scatter plots of the data, residuals will be plotted against the predicted 

values and checked for deviations from normality. Variables will also be checked to 

ensure they are normally distributed. In addition, a bivariate correlation matrix of the 

independent variables will be examined for excessively high correlations (collinearity). 

For moderation analyses variables will be centered to aid in interpretation (Aiken & 

West. 1991; Vaughn, 2010).  

Tests of Research Hypothesis 

For all analyses,  will be set at .05. 

Hypothesis 1 

Participants who have experienced dating abuse will report lower student 

engagement compared to peers who have not experienced dating abuse. 

Analysis 1: In this model, using simultaneous multiple regression, participants’ 

student engagement score will be regressed onto their dating abuse score. To control for 

variance due to other factors, gender and ethnicity will also be included in the analysis as 

independent variables. It is expected that higher dating abuse scores will be associated 

with lower levels of student engagement when controlling for gender and ethnicity.  

Hypothesis 2 

Participants who have experienced dating abuse will report lower cognitive, 

behavioral, and emotional student engagement compared to peers who have not 

experienced dating abuse. 

Analysis 2: In this model, using simultaneous multiple regression, participants’ 

student engagement scores will be regressed onto their dating abuse scores. To control for 
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variance due to other factors, gender and ethnicity will also be included in the analysis as 

independent variables. It is expected that higher scores on Sexual Aggression, Relational 

Aggression, Emotional/Verbal Abuse, Threatening Behavior, and Physical Abuse 

subscales as well as on Total Abuse score will be associated with lower levels of student 

engagement when controlling for gender and ethnicity.  

Hypothesis 3 

For participants who have experienced dating abuse, social support will moderate 

the relationship between dating abuse and  student engagement. Figures 1 and 2 represent 

the hypothesized model;  Figure 1 is based on Keith (2006) and Figure 2 is based on 

Baron and Kenny (1986).  

 

Analysis 3: To test this hypothesis, sequential multiple regression will be used. 

Dating abuse and social support variables will be centered and a cross-product of the two 

will be created (dating abuse X social support). Student engagement will then be 
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regressed first on the control variables (gender and ethnicity), then on the two centered 

variables, and finally on the block containing the cross-product. It is expected that the 

interaction term (dating abuse X social support) will account for significant variance in 

the dependent variable, student engagement.  

Hypothesis 4 

For participants who have experienced sexual aggression, relational aggression, 

emotional/verbal abuse, threatening behavior, or physical abuse forms of dating abuse, 

the moderating effects of social support on student engagement will differ by source of 

social support. 

Analysis 4: To test this hypothesis, sequential multiple regression will be used. 

Dating abuse and social support variables will be centered. Cross-products of dating 

abuse scales and the sources of social support will be created (See Appendix K). Student 

engagement will then be regressed first on the control variables (gender and ethnicity), 

then on the eleven centered variables, and finally on the block containing the thirty cross-

products. It is expected that the specific interaction terms will account for significant 

variance in the dependent variable, student engagement (see Appendix L). Additional 

interaction terms will be tested as exploratory analysis.  
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Chapter Four: Discussion 

Summary 

Student engagement is associated with important academic, social, and behavioral 

outcomes. Conversely, adolescents who experience dating abuse are at risk for multitudes 

of negative outcomes across health, mental health, social, and educational domains. 

Recent research suggests that adolescents experiencing dating abuse also report lower 

levels of student engagement than their peers. Given the prevalence of dating abuse, 

some research has turned to addressing protective factors that can reduce the likelihood 

of adolescents experiencing deleterious effects from dating abuse. Early research 

indicates that social support buffers against decreased school attachment and poor mental 

health outcomes; however, the buffering effect of social support against student 

disengagement has yet to be analyzed.  

The proposed study examines the moderating effect of social support on student 

engagement for adolescents experiencing dating abuse. The effects of dating abuse on 

student engagement will also be analyzed and sex and ethnicity will be controlled for. 

Data will be collected using self-report measures completed by adolescents attending 

high school in a rural/semi-rural school district. Student engagement will be measured 

with a global score, as well as using cognitive, behavioral, and emotional engagement 

dimensions. Social support will also be measured globally, based on perceived social 

support from six sources – parents, teachers, classmates, close friends, other adults in the 

school, and the neighborhood. It is expected that dating abuse will be negatively 

associated with student engagement and that social support will buffer against student 

disengagement for students experiencing dating abuse. 
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Implications 

If the expected results of this study are obtained, they would provide support for 

previous models and research. The stress buffering model (Cohen & Wills, 1985) 

proposes that social support protects against negative effects for individuals experiencing 

stress. Significant coefficients estimated from social support X dating abuse interaction 

terms on student engagement will provide further evidence for this model. In addition, 

previous research has found evidence that dating abuse affects school attachment 

(Cleveland et al., 2003) and social support moderates this relationship (Banyard & Cross, 

2008).  

Findings from this proposed study may have important implications for dating 

abuse interventions. The high prevalence rates of dating abuse and the multitudes of 

negative outcomes support the need for prevention efforts as well as intervention 

programs designed to reduce the deleterious effects of dating abuse for victims or 

perpetrators. Identifying important sources of social support can inform the development 

of intervention programs (Lerner et al., 2005). It is possible that interventions focusing on 

the supportive relationships adolescents have can improve the outcomes for adolescents 

experiencing dating abuse. 

Limitations 

Although this study addresses important questions not yet definitively answered 

in the literature, it also has several notable limitations. First, this study is limited by the 

cross-sectional design, as it should be used to examine associations, not causation. 

Second, this study relies solely on self-report measures which, although convenient, are 

also subject to errors including forgetfulness, social desirability bias, and others.  Finally, 

although this study controlled for two important variables, gender and ethnicity, 
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controlling for additional variables, such as mental health or previous abuse, would have 

strengthened the study. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

If the expected results of this study are obtained, multiple areas of future research 

may be inspired. First, in order to address limitations of this study and to more 

definitively explain the causal model, research examining the moderating role of social 

support on student engagement for adolescents experiencing dating abuse should be 

conducted over time. Second, the study should be repeated using a sample of students 

residing in suburban and urban areas. Finally, if social support is demonstrated as a buffer 

against student disengagement for dating abuse, researchers can design, implement, and 

analyze interventions. 
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