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Peer victimization and literacy failure are on the rise. Yet, there is little understanding 
of their interplay, particularly during adolescence–a period of heightened sensitivity 
to social–emotional and academic maladjustment. Guided by the Developmental 
Cascades Framework, this systematic literature review elucidated how peer 
victimization and literacy are directly and indirectly linked via negative behaviors, 
sex, and grade. A total of 21 studies were published between 1993 and 2022 that 
focused on typically developing 5th- to 8th-graders. Sample sizes ranged from 
140 to 86,372 participants. Results indicated a bidirectional connection between 
increased peer victimization and poorer literacy. Preliminary evidence was found 
in support of an indirect link via internalizing behaviors, externalizing behaviors, 
and school engagement, but ambiguous support for the effect of sex. Taken 
together, adolescents who experience peer victimization are likely to struggle in 
literacy, as well as exhibit negative behaviors that may only serve to exacerbate 
this connection.
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1 Introduction

The successful transition into adulthood requires the acquisition of academic and social–
emotional proficiencies during adolescence (Blakemore and Mills, 2014; Lerner et al., 2010). 
However, recent U.S. school closures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic have adversely 
impacted these two crucial aspects of adolescent development. In 2019, literacy 
underachievement was reported in 27% of eighth graders (Irwin et al., 2022; U.S. Department 
of Education, 2022). In 2022, 30% of eighth graders demonstrated literacy underachievement, 
a 3% increase (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). Equally troubling is the impact of school 
closures on adolescents’ ability to connect with peers (e.g., Foulkes and Blakemore, 2021), 
particularly given the rising reports of bullying (i.e., peer victimization). Peer victimization is 
defined as the physical (e.g., hitting, punching, kicking) or non-physical (e.g., rumor spreading, 
threatening, teasing) attempts to cause fear, chagrin, or injury upon others (Olweus and 
Pellegrini, 1996). In 2019, peer victimization rates for 12–18-year-olds were over 22% (Irwin 
et al., 2022). During the pandemic, peer victimization rates dropped; an effect that has been 
attributed to school closures (e.g., Bacher-Hicks et al., 2022). Yet, following the return to 
in-person instruction, peer victimization rates are on the rise and anticipated to exceed 
pre-pandemic rates (Bacher-Hicks et al., 2022; Schacter et al., 2023).
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Peer victimization and literacy have a significant impact on 
various aspects of adolescents’ lives. Both issues affect adolescents’ 
academic performance (Buhs and Ladd, 2001; Savolainen et al., 2008), 
social–emotional development (Davis et  al., 1999; Morrow et  al., 
2019), and mental health (Finkelhor et al., 2007; Boyes et al., 2018). 
Adolescents who experience peer victimization often struggle with 
internalizing symptoms of anxiety and depression (Sheppard et al., 
2019; Sweeting et al., 2006), which can impact their ability to learn 
(Zychinski and Polo, 2012). Similarly, adolescents who struggle with 
literacy may experience emotional distress and low self-confidence 
(Arnold et al., 2005; Lee and Jonson-Reid, 2016), hindering academic 
success (Hwang et al., 2016; Pedersen et al., 2019) and limiting social 
interactions (Connolly, 1989; Salavera et  al., 2019). While peer 
victimization and low literacy impact similar areas of adolescents’ 
lives, intervention and instructional efforts remain focused on either 
peer victimization or literacy, never both (Kim et al., 2020; Pellegrini, 
2002). Additionally, there is insufficient understanding of the 
association between peer victimization and literacy, particularly 
during adolescence, with few studies investigating this relation in 
depth. With school reopenings on the rise, understanding how peer 
victimization and literacy are connected is essential to curating a safe 
and supportive learning environment, one that fosters adolescents’ 
academic and social–emotional development. Increased attention to 
the peer victimization-literacy connection will also prompt critical 
conversation and debate surrounding its nature and potential 
complexities and nuances, which in turn can lead to further 
investigation and the development of more effective interventions.

This systematic literature review is guided by the Developmental 
Cascades Framework (Masten and Cicchetti, 2010), which theorizes 
that maladaptation in one area of development, such as difficulties in 
peer relations, can negatively impact functioning in other domains, 
such as academic development. This framework posits that 
interactions between developmental domains can occur through 
various pathways—whether direct and unidirectional, direct and 
bidirectional, or indirect—highlighting the complex and interrelated 
nature of developmental processes. The Developmental Cascades 
Framework provides a form to test hypotheses that account for the 
complexity of the peer victimization-literacy connection. Thus, the 
goal of this review is to determine the nature of the connection 
between peer victimization and literacy, and what, if any, factors 
mediate this connection.

1.1 Peer victimization theories and 
interventional aims

Peer victimization and literacy are typically studied using different 
theories and have different interventional aims. The peer victimization 
literature is guided by theories that focus on the predictors, correlates, 
and outcomes of peer victimization, to identify those most at risk for 
peer victimization, and subsequently, investigate the consequences of 
peer victimization (see Hong and Espelage, 2012 for a review). For 
example, researchers have capitalized on the Transactional Model of 
Development (Sameroff, 2009) to identify individual (e.g., social–
emotional skills) and contextual (e.g., peer, family, school) factors that 
place adolescents at risk for peer victimization. You and Yoon (2016) 
found that adolescents who face peer victimization and victimize their 
peers were more likely to be male, have higher levels of aggression, and 

suffer parental abuse. Further, most peer-victimization interventions 
aim to reduce peer victimization by shifting the school climate, 
adolescents’ behaviors, or attitudes about bullying (see Smith et al., 
2004 for a review). For example, O'Moore and Minton (2005) reported 
a significant reduction in reports of peer victimization after 
implementing an intervention that supported and assisted schools 
with developing anti-bullying policies and school climates. Thus, 
research into peer victimization is guided by a set of theories and 
interventional efforts aimed at reducing peer victimization.

1.2 Sociocognitive literacy theories and 
interventional aims

Much sociocognitive literacy research is guided by theories that 
focus on the predictors, correlates, and outcomes of literacy 
interventions, aiming to improve reading and writing performance 
(e.g., Langer, 1978; John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996). Despite sharing a 
common goal of improving literacy, cognitive, sociocultural, and 
developmental theories all provide different lenses through which to 
view literacy. Cognitive theories of literacy often attempt to account 
for a specific aspect or skill underlying literacy. Indeed, Perfetti and 
Stafura (2014) and Gough and Tunmer (1986) cognitive theories focus 
on skills that support reading comprehension. Sociocultural theories 
of literacy development focus on literacy as a social practice, often 
taking a Vygotskian approach to understanding how individuals learn 
to read and write (e.g., Cole et  al., 1978; Perry, 2012). As such, 
sociocultural theories posit that literacy development comprises more 
than acquiring a set of linguistic, cognitive, and mechanical skills 
needed to perform reading and writing tasks, but also requires one to 
hone their literacy skills to engage in social discourse in a culturally-
appropriate way (Landis, 2003; Prior, 2006; Warschauer, 1997). 
Developmental literacy theories, often used in conjunction with 
cognitive or sociocultural perspectives, posit that literacy proficiency 
is obtained by progressing through a set of prescribed developmental 
stages (Chall, 1983; Hulme and Snowling, 2013). During each stage of 
a developmental literacy theory, one must master literacy skills (e.g., 
decoding letter-sound relationships) before progressing to the next 
stage (e.g., word reading; Chall, 1983). If one’s progression in literacy 
does not align with the theorized stages that underlie typical literacy 
development, one’s literacy ability is considered delayed and flagged 
for intervention efforts (Hulme and Snowling, 2013). As such, 
sociocognitive literacy research is guided by a set of theories rather 
than a single theory aimed at reducing low literacy.

1.3 A connection between peer 
victimization and literacy?

While the sociocultural perspective considers the impact of social 
contexts that function to support literacy, there has been relatively 
little examination of the influence of peer victimization on literacy 
performance. Additionally, there has yet to be a literacy intervention 
that aims to reduce peer victimization, nor has any peer victimization 
intervention aimed to improve literacy performance. Consequently, 
little attention has been paid to the connection between peer 
victimization and literacy development, despite several reasons 
suggesting that peer victimization and literacy are connected. First, 
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when examining peer victimization and academic achievement during 
adolescence, work has largely focused on broad measures of academic 
achievement that often include a measure of literacy performance 
(e.g., Buhs et  al., 2006; Liu et  al., 2014; Morrow et  al., 2014). For 
example, studies focused on the connection between peer 
victimization and academic achievement have included metrics such 
as grade point average (Juvonen et al., 2000; Nishina et al., 2005), letter 
grade average (Wei and Williams, 2004), and average standardized test 
performance (Morrow et  al., 2014). Findings from these studies 
indicate that literacy, when conceptualized as a component of 
academic achievement, is already linked to peer victimization.

Second, studies of peer victimization and low literacy report 
similar correlates. In evidence, poor literacy and peer victimization 
are both linked to internalizing behaviors (e.g., symptoms of anxiety 
and depression; Hong et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2015), externalizing 
behaviors (e.g., acting out, fighting; Morgan et al., 2008; Sheppard 
et al., 2019), and low school engagement (e.g., participation, belonging; 
Dotterer and Lowe, 2011; Iyer et al., 2010). As such, adolescents who 
struggle with literacy and those who experience peer victimization are 
both likely to exhibit these negative behaviors.

Third, research into peer victimization and low literacy both 
suggest that early adolescence is an important developmental period. 
During early adolescence interpersonal conflict, such as peer 
victimization, is a common experience (Troop-Gordon, 2017). In fact, 
most reported peer victimization occurs between 8- and 13 years-old 
(see Hawker and Boulton, 2000 for meta-analysis). Similarly, reports 
of low literacy are particularly prevalent during this same time period. 
Indeed, results from the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) indicated 37% percent of fourth-grade students and 30% of 
eighth-grade students in the United  States failed to demonstrate 
literacy grade-level competency, i.e., scored below a basic level 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2022). As such, adolescence, 
particularly early adolescence, is an important period in which to 
concurrently consider peer victimization and literacy. While 
co-occurrence during a period in development would not alone 
provide substantive evidence, it is noteworthy that both the 
developmental period and primary investigation site overlap.

Fourth, peer victimization and low literacy both are identified as 
primarily occurring in the school context. Research often focuses on 
peer victimization as it occurs in the school context (Smith et al., 
1999), given that schools often comprise large groups of adolescents 
who spend a significant amount of their time interacting with peers. 
When adolescents experience negative peer interactions, such as those 
devoid of care, respect, and trust, they are likely to experience poor 
social peer relations, i.e., peer victimization (Leadbeater et al., 2015). 
This, in turn, led to school-based peer victimization intervention 
programs as the normative approach to remediate peer victimization 
consequences (Smith and Ananiadou, 2003).

Research into literacy and literacy interventions are also 
primarily conducted in school settings (see Graham et al., 2018 for 
meta-analysis). Since 1969, a nationally representative sample of 
U.S. adolescents have been assessed in core subject areas, such as 
literacy (i.e., reading comprehension assessment), as part of the 
U.S. Department of Education’s evaluation of the educational 
progress of our nation’s adolescents (U.S. Department of Education, 
2022). The 2022 report indicates that reading comprehension 
assessment scores are in a downward trend for both fourth- and 
eighth-graders. As literacy plays a crucial role in academic success 

by enabling the comprehension of information across multiple 
subject areas (van Dijk, 2015), evaluating literacy achievement in the 
school context works to improve instructional practices and 
subsequently, adolescents’ literacy proficiency. As such, literacy 
interventions are typically conducted in school settings (e.g., Graham 
et al., 2018). Therefore, given that one primary aim of schooling is to 
promote literacy proficiency, and that peer victimization occurs 
largely in the school context, it is necessary to understand the 
interplay between adolescents’ literacy and social–
emotional functioning.

1.4 The developmental cascades 
framework

The Developmental Cascades Framework (Masten and Cicchetti, 
2010) depicts transactions of influence across developmental domains 
that work to either promote or inhibit maturation. Specifically, this 
framework posits that functioning in one domain of development can 
have cascading effects on one’s functioning in an intersecting domain. 
This, in turn, shapes their trajectory of ontogenesis—the course of 
development from prematurity to maturation. As previous research, 
guided by sociocultural theory, underscores several transactions of 
influence between the academic and social–emotional domains of 
adolescent development, particularly when there is maladjustment 
(e.g., Boyce Rodgers and Rose, 2001). Indeed, Wentzel (1991) reported 
a negative association between adolescents’ academic performance 
and competence in three aspects of the social–emotional domain: 
prosociality, peer acceptance, and self-regulation. These findings give 
important insight into how functioning in the academic and social–
emotional domains co-occur and interact with each other. However, 
there is a need to continue to parse dysfunctional academic (e.g., low 
literacy) and social–emotional (e.g., peer victimization) contexts to 
understand how these two domains are interconnected, particularly 
during adolescence.

The Developmental Cascades Framework’s theorized cascading 
effects across developmental domains can occur in multiple directions 
(e.g., unidirectional vs. bidirectional) and via mediating pathways. In 
this context, evidence of a bidirectional, negative link between peer 
victimization and academic achievement lends support to a 
hypothesized bidirectional, negative link between peer victimization 
and literacy. Results from these studies lend support to how peer 
victimization and literacy would interact in the context of the 
Developmental Cascades Framework. Moreover, an array of work has 
demonstrated that as peer victimization increases, composite 
measures of academic achievement diminish, and vice versa (e.g., 
Buhs et al., 2006; Liu et al., 2014; Morrow et al., 2014). These composite 
measures of academic achievement often include an assessment of 
literacy, indicative of the role of literacy in overall educational success. 
As such, in the context of the Developmental Cascades Framework, the 
connection between peer victimization and literacy, an important 
component of academic achievement, is likely to demonstrate a 
similar transaction of influence (bidirectional and negative) as the 
connection between peer victimization and broader measures of 
academic achievement. Thus, there is a need to elucidate how a 
dysfunctional social peer context (e.g., peer victimization) impacts 
adolescents’ literacy, as well as a need to better understand the impact 
of low literacy on peer victimization.
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1.5 The current study

Research has demonstrated a negative link between peer 
victimization and academic achievement (e.g., Buhs et  al., 2006); 
however, a synthesis of the research on the link between peer 
victimization and literacy does not yet exist. This is a critical oversight 
as literacy is a domain of learning on which cross-disciplinary success 
often hinges (e.g., Met, 2008; Sainio et al., 2019). Through a systematic 
review of the literature, we aimed to elucidate the connection between 
literacy and peer-victimization during adolescence, a pivotal point in 
educational success and social–emotional development. Further, 
we investigated the role of negative behaviors (i.e., internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors, low school engagement) and adolescent 
characteristics (i.e., sex and grade) in the peer victimization-
literacy connection.

Guided by the Developmental Cascades Framework, we hypothesized 
that there would be a bidirectional link between peer victimization and 
literacy. This would indicate that increased peer victimization negatively 
influences literacy, and poorer literacy in turn, leads to increased peer 
victimization. We further hypothesized that internalizing behaviors, 
externalizing behaviors, school engagement, sex, and grade-level would 
all play a role in the peer-victimization literacy connection. This would 
indicate that negative behaviors and adolescent characteristics (sex and 
grade-level) impact the association between peer victimization and 
literacy. Through synthesis of published literature, we sought to establish 
a foundational understanding of the peer victimization-literacy 
connection by addressing five major research questions.

RQ1: How does peer victimization impact literacy?

RQ2: How does literacy impact peer victimization?

RQ3: Do either internalizing or externalizing behaviors mediate, 
moderate, or play an associative role in the peer victimization-
literacy connection?

RQ4: Does school engagement mediate, moderate, or play an 
associative role in the peer victimization-literacy connection?

RQ5: Do sex and grade-level mediate, moderate, or play an 
associative role in the peer victimization-literacy connection?

2 Methods

Figure  1 provides an overview of the search, screening, and 
identification procedures for this systematic literature review. All search, 
screening, and identification procedures discussed below were conducted 
independently by each author of this manuscript. Three literature 
searches were conducted using the PsycINFO, ERIC EBSCO Host, and 
Web of Science databases. The search used combinations of the following 
search terms: peer victimization, literacy, underachievement, achievement, 
bullying, performance, bully-victims, academic, reading, writing, peer 
harassment, internalizing behaviors, externalizing behaviors, and school 
engagement. A total of 3,588 studies were identified. After excluding 495 
duplicates from across the databases, 3,093 study titles and abstracts were 
examined. Studies were included if they were (a) published between 

January 1, 1993 and March 31, 2022; (b) focused on typically developing 
fifth to eighth graders; (c) focused on a global measure or specific forms 
of peer victimization (e.g., verbal, physical, relational); (d) focused on 
literacy or reading or writing; (e) published in English; and (f) published 
in a peer-reviewed journal. Studies were excluded when they focused 
only on adolescents with attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder, 
specific learning disabilities, genetic disorders, or brain injury or insult. 
Studies that focused specifically on cyber-bullying were also excluded, as 
cyber-bullying and academic achievement, including literacy, have been 
recently reviewed (see Samara et al., 2021 for meta-analysis).

Based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, a total of 66 studies 
met inclusion criteria during title and abstract screening. A full-text 
review was conducted on those 66 studies. Upon full-text review 48 
studies were excluded, as they did not meet the inclusion criteria. The 
majority of studies were excluded due to academic composite 
measures (e.g., mathematics and literacy scores combined) that could 
not be parsed based on the information provided. Many studies on 
literacy that included a measure of peer victimization did so by 
including surveys and questionnaires (e.g., school climate survey) 
where peer victimization was included as a single question. As 
we could not separate peer victimization from these broader measures 
these studies were excluded. The references of the 18 remaining 
studies were then examined for additional inclusion (i.e., snowballing; 
Greenhalgh and Peacock, 2005). This resulted in 3 additional studies, 
which met the inclusion criteria. As such, the final sample in this 
systematic literature review consisted of 21 total studies (Table 1).

2.1 Direct and indirect impact of peer 
victimization on literacy

To address research question one, we first explored the influence 
of peer victimization on literacy achievement. We focused on those 
studies that included at least one form of peer victimization as an 
independent variable, and at least one measure of literacy, reading, or 
writing as the dependent variable.

Peer victimization is typically defined based on its two component 
forms: physical and non-physical (Ladd and Ladd, 2001). Physical peer 
victimization consists of using forceful behaviors to hurt or injure 
another person (e.g., hitting, shoving, kicking, punching; Bradshaw et al., 
2013; Olweus and Pellegrini, 1996). Non-physical peer victimization 
consists of verbal or relational aggression. Verbal aggression typically 
involves teasing, name-calling, or rumor spreading (Bradshaw et al., 
2013; Olweus and Pellegrini, 1996), while relational aggression is 
characterized of manipulative behaviors intended to harm a peer’s social 
relationships and social status (e.g., social exclusion, threatening to 
withdraw friendship, using defaming remarks to solicit others to reject 
a peer; Crick and Grotpeter, 1996). Here, we  synthesized the peer 
victimization’s components together (i.e., global measures), we  then 
provided preliminary evidence from the small number of studies that 
reported peer victimization components as separate measures.

2.2 Direct and indirect impact of literacy on 
peer victimization

To address research question two, we focused on the influence of 
literacy on peer victimization. We  focused on those studies that 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1390271
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Chavers and Del Tufo 10.3389/feduc.2024.1390271

Frontiers in Education 05 frontiersin.org

included at least one measure of literacy, reading, or writing as an 
independent variable, and at least one form of peer victimization as 
the dependent variable.

2.3 Indirect impact of negative behaviors 
and adolescent characteristics

To address research questions three to five, we  intended to 
synthesize the literature on the associative, mediating, and moderating 
roles of externalizing behaviors, internalizing behaviors, school 
engagement, sex, and grade-level in the peer victimization-literacy 
connection. However, aside from sex, none of these variables were 
examined as moderators in the context of the peer 

victimization-literacy connection. As such, our systematic literature 
review focused on the associative, mediating, and moderating roles of 
sex, as well as the associative and mediating roles of externalizing 
behaviors, internalizing behaviors, school engagement, and grade-
level in the peer victimization-literacy connection. Details are 
described below.

2.4 Externalizing and internalizing 
behaviors

To address research question three, we explored the associative 
and mediating roles of externalizing behaviors and internalizing 
behaviors in the peer victimization-literacy connection. Externalizing 

FIGURE 1

Procedure for including and excluding studies during the search process. PV, peer victimization.
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TABLE 1 Studies included in the systematic literature review (n  =  21).

Year Authors Journal Country Sample 
Size

Age/Grade Study 
design

Assessments Constructs measured Mediators/Moderators Primary findings

Peer 
victimization

Literacy Peer 
victimization

Literacy Intern./
Extern. 
Prob.

Sch. 
Engage.

Sex

2013 Vaillancourt 

et al.

J. Abnorm. 

Child Psychol.

Canada n = 695 Grades 3, 5–8

Mage at 

T1 = 10.91 years

LT (4 TP with 

1 year 

intervals)

Self-report 

(Vaillancourt 

et al., 2008)

Province-mandated 

reading and writing 

tests (EQAO) 

(Queen’s Printer for 

Ontario, 2012)

Global Broad reading 

and writing skills

X X Poorer 3rd grade 

writing performance 

predicted increased 

PV and intern. 

behaviors in 5th 

graders. In 5th–8th 

graders, PV was 

positively associated 

with intern. and 

extern. behaviors. 

Compared to males, 

females had greater 

reports of PV and had 

greater reading and 

writing performance.

2017 Ladd et al. J. Educ. 

Psychol.

United States n = 383 K (Mage = 5.5) - 

Grade 12 

(Mage = 17.89)

LT (13 TP 

with 1 year 

intervals)

Self-report 

(Kochenderfer 

and Ladd, 1996)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

reading assessment 

(WRAT; Wilkinson, 

1993)

Global Word reading, 

sentence 

comprehension

X X Increased PV 

predicted poorer 

reading assessment 

performance in 

2nd–12th graders. PV 

and sch. engage.were 

negatively associated 

in K-12th grade. 

Compared to females, 

males had greater 

reports of PV.

2014 Wienke 

Totura et al.

J. Youth 

Adolesc.

United States n = 469 Grades 6–8

Mage = 12.9 years

CS Self-report 

(OBVQ; Olweus, 

1996; Safe 

Community-Safe 

School Project, 

2002)

State-mandated 

reading test (FCAT)

Global Reading 

comprehension

X X Increased PV 

predicted lower 

academic 

achievement—a latent 

variable that included 

reading test 

performance, by way 

of increased intern. 

behaviors and lower 

sch. engage.

(Continued)
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Year Authors Journal Country Sample 
Size

Age/Grade Study 
design

Assessments Constructs measured Mediators/Moderators Primary findings

Peer 
victimization

Literacy Peer 
victimization

Literacy Intern./
Extern. 
Prob.

Sch. 
Engage.

Sex

2015 Jenkins and 

Demaray

Psychol. Sch United States n = 140 Grades 6–8 CS Self-report (BVS; 

Reynolds, 2003)

School-reported 

grade in reading class 

(1 = A; 5 = F)

Global Broad reading 

skills

X Academic 

achievement—a latent 

variable that included 

reading performance, 

was not directly 

related to PV. Rather, 

academic self-concept 

fully mediated the 

association between 

PV and academic 

achievement. Reports 

of PV did not differ 

by sex.

2007 Hoglund J. Educ. 

Psychol.

Canada n = 337 Grades 6–7

Mage = 12.5 years

CS Self-report (SEQ; 

Crick and 

Grotpeter, 1996)

Teacher-reported 

Language Arts grade 

(0 = F, 6 = A)

Physical and 

relational

Broad reading 

and writing skills

X X X Increased PV was 

negatively associated 

with sch. engage. and 

school 

achievement—a latent 

variable that included 

Language Arts grade. 

The association 

between PV and 

school achievement 

was partially 

medicated by 

increased extern. 

behaviors.

Males reported 

greater physical PV, 

while females had 

greater literacy 

performance.

(Continued)

TABLE 1 (Continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Year Authors Journal Country Sample 
Size

Age/Grade Study 
design

Assessments Constructs measured Mediators/Moderators Primary findings

Peer 
victimization

Literacy Peer 
victimization

Literacy Intern./
Extern. 
Prob.

Sch. 
Engage.

Sex

2009 Beran Psychol. Sch Canada n = 4,293 12–15 years CS Self-report 

(Statistics Canada, 

1999)

Teacher- and parent-

reported Language 

Arts achievement

Verbal and 

physical

Broad reading 

and writing skills

X Increased PV was 

associated with 

poorer Language Arts 

achievement and 

increased extern. 

behaviors.

2009 Wienke 

Totura et al.

J. Adolesc. United States n = 1,442 Grades 6–8 CS Self-report and 

teacher-report 

(OBVQ)

State-mandated 

reading test (FCAT)

Global Reading 

comprehension

X Increased teacher-

reported PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading test 

performance. 

Increased self-

reported PV was 

associated with 

increased intern. 

behaviors.

2021 Turunen et al. PLoS ONE Finland n = 1,824 Grades 6, 7, 9

Mage at 

T1 = 12 years, 

9 months

LT (3 TP with 

1 year 

intervals)

Self-report 

(OBVQ)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

reading assessments 

(ALLU) (Lindeman, 

1998)

Global Reading fluency 

and 

comprehension

X Reading assessment 

performance was 

positively associated 

with PV in 7th and 

9th graders. PV was 

positively associated 

with intern. and 

extern. behaviors in 

6th, 7th, and 9th 

graders.

2017 Davidson 

et al.

Soc. Dev. United States n = 92 Grades 3–5 LT (2 TP with 

1 year 

intervals)

Peer-nomination 

(Perry et al., 1988)

Performance creating 

written texts (NCCS) 

(Baker-Ward et al., 

2007)

Global Narrative 

coherence

Sophisticated 

narrative writing (e.g., 

inclusion of evaluative 

statements) in 3rd 

and 4th graders 

predicted reduced PV 

1 year later.

(Continued)
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Year Authors Journal Country Sample 
Size

Age/Grade Study 
design

Assessments Constructs measured Mediators/Moderators Primary findings

Peer 
victimization

Literacy Peer 
victimization

Literacy Intern./
Extern. 
Prob.

Sch. 
Engage.

Sex

2017 Lacey et al. J. Early 

Adolesc.

United States n = 29,203 Grades 7–8 CS Student- and 

teacher-report 

(PTB) (Cornell 

et al., 2013)

Student-report 

(The Bully 

Victimization 

scale; Lacey et al., 

2017)

State-mandated 

reading and writing 

tests (2013 Virginia 

Standards of 

Learning exams; 

Virginia Department 

of Education, 2007)

School-Wide 

Global, Global

Broad reading 

and writing skills

X Increased teacher-

reported PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading and 

writing test 

performance. 

Increased self-

reported PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading test 

performance. sch. 

engage. Fully 

mediated the PV-

literacy connection 

and was positively 

associated with PV.

2017 Turunen et al. Learn Instr. Finland n = 17,188 Grades 3–8 CS Peer-report (PRQ; 

Salmivalli and 

Voeten, 2004)

Self-reported reading 

difficulty (0 = no 

difficulty; 3 = large 

difficulties)

Global Broad reading 

skills

X Increased self-

reported reading 

difficulties were 

associated with 

increased likelihood 

of being viewed as a 

victim of bullying by 

peers. Males had 

greater peer reports of 

PV and self-reported 

reading difficulties.

2008 Beran et al. Educ. Res. Canada n = 2084 10–11 years CS Self-report 

(Statistics Canada, 

1999)

Teacher-reported 

reading and writing 

achievement (1 = near 

the top of the class, 

5 = near the bottom 

of the class; Statistics 

Canada, 1999)

Global Broad reading 

skills

Written 

composition, 

spelling

Increased PV was 

negatively associated 

with reading and 

writing achievement.

(Continued)

TABLE 1 (Continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Year Authors Journal Country Sample 
Size

Age/Grade Study 
design

Assessments Constructs measured Mediators/Moderators Primary findings

Peer 
victimization

Literacy Peer 
victimization

Literacy Intern./
Extern. 
Prob.

Sch. 
Engage.

Sex

2022 Wang Int. J. 

Environ. Res. 

Public Health.

China n = 10,528 Grades 4–5 CS Self-report (SBS) 

(Mullis et al., 

2012)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

reading assessment 

(adapted from PRILS 

test; Caygill and 

Chamberlain, 2004)

Global Reading 

comprehension

X Increased PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading 

assessment 

performance. Males 

reported greater PV 

than females.

2009 Baker-

Henningham 

et al.

Child Abuse 

Negl.

Jamaica n = 1,300 Grade 5

Mage = 11.0

CS Self-report 

(Baker-

Henningham 

et al., 2009)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

reading and writing 

(spelling) assessment 

(WRAT; Wilkinson, 

1993)

Global Word reading, 

sentence 

comprehension

Spelling

X Increased self-reports 

of experiencing and 

witnessing PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading and 

writing (spelling) 

performance. Females 

had greater literacy 

performance than 

males.

2014 Gietz and 

McIntosh

Can J Sch. 

Psychol.

Canada n = 81,387 Grades 4, 7 CS Self-report 

(Satisfaction 

Survey) (British 

Columbia 

Ministry of 

Education, 2008)

Province-mandated 

reading test (FSA) 

(British Columbia 

Ministry of 

Education, 2008)

Global Reading 

comprehension

PV was not associated 

with reading test 

performance.

2020 Barrera-

Osorio et al.

Comp. Educ. 

Rev.

Colombia n = 1,486 Grades 4, 6, 8 CS Self-report 

(adapted from 

PACES; Chi et al., 

2006 and 

CIRCLE; Nicotera 

et al., 2010)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

reading and writing 

assessment (ELA) 

(Meneses et al., 2018; 

Uccelli et al., 2014)

Global Reading 

comprehension, 

vocabulary, word 

and syntax 

structures

X Increased PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading and 

writing performance 

in 4th and 6th 

graders. PV and sch. 

engage. were 

negatively associated 

in 4th, 6th, and 8th 

graders.

(Continued)
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Year Authors Journal Country Sample 
Size

Age/Grade Study 
design

Assessments Constructs measured Mediators/Moderators Primary findings

Peer 
victimization

Literacy Peer 
victimization

Literacy Intern./
Extern. 
Prob.

Sch. 
Engage.

Sex

2012 Gaskins et al. J. Appl. Dev. 

Psychol.

United States n = 892 Grades 4, 5 LT (3 TP with 

3–4 month 

intervals)

Self-report (PPSS; 

Kochenderfer and 

Ladd, 1996)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

reading assessment 

(MAP) (Northwest 

Evaluation 

Association, 2004)

Global Word 

recognition, 

vocabulary, 

reading 

comprehension, 

literary response 

and analysis

X Increased PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading 

performance.

2005 Schwartz et al. J. Educ. 

Psychol.

United States n = 199 Grades 4–5

Mage = 9.0 years

LT (2 TP with 

1 year 

intervals)

Peer-nomination

Teacher-report 

(SBRC) (Schwartz 

et al., 2001)

State-mandated 

reading test (SAT–9) 

(Psychological 

Corporation, 1996)

Global Reading 

comprehension, 

text analysis, 

determining 

author and reader 

strategies

X X Increased teacher- 

and peer-reports of 

PV in 4th grade 

predicted poorer 5th 

grade academic 

functioning—a latent 

variable that included 

reading test 

performance. Intern. 

behaviors fully 

mediated this 

connection. Reports 

of PV did not differ 

by sex.

2001 Schwartz et al. Dev. Psychol. China n = 296 Grades 5, 6

Mage = 11.5 years

CS Peer-nomination

Self-report (My 

Day at School 

Questionnaire)

Teacher-reported 

(SBRC)

School-mandated 

language test

Global Broad reading 

and writing skills

X X Increased peer- and 

teacher- reports of PV 

were associated with 

poorer academic 

functioning–a latent 

variable that included 

language test 

performance. PV was 

positively associated 

with intern. and 

extern. behaviors. 

Reports of PV did not 

differ by sex.

(Continued)

TABLE 1 (Continued)
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Year Authors Journal Country Sample 
Size

Age/Grade Study 
design

Assessments Constructs measured Mediators/Moderators Primary findings

Peer 
victimization

Literacy Peer 
victimization

Literacy Intern./
Extern. 
Prob.

Sch. 
Engage.

Sex

2018 Adams and 

Hannum

Res. Soc. 

Educ.

China n = 812 Mage = 15.22 years LT Self-report 

(GSCF)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

language assessment

Physical Broad reading 

and writing skills

X X Poorer language 

assessment 

performance 

predicted increased 

PV. PV was positively 

associated with 

intern. behaviors. 

Males had greater 

reports of physical PV 

compared to females.

2011 Román and 

Murillo

Revista de La 

CEPAL

16 Latin 

American 

countries

n = 86,372 Grade 6 CS Self-report 

(SERCE) (Latin 

American 

Laboratory for 

Assessment of the 

Quality of 

Education, 2008)

Standardized 

psychoeducational 

reading assessment 

(Latin American 

Laboratory for 

Assessment of the 

Quality of Education, 

2008)

Physical, Verbal Broad reading 

skills

X Increased self-

reported PV was 

associated with 

poorer reading 

assessment 

performance. 

Adolescents in 

classrooms with 

increased occurrences 

of PV had poorer 

reading assessment 

performance. Males 

reported greater 

physical and verbal 

PV, compared to 

females.

Journal abbreviations are in standardized IOS4 format. Intern./Extern. Prob, Internalizing and Externalizing Problems; Sch. Engage, School Engagement; CS, cross-sectional; LT, longitudinal; TP, time points; PV, peer victimization; EQAO, he Education Quality and 
Accountability Office; WRAT, Wide Range Achievement Test; FCAT, Florida Comprehensive Achievement Tests; BVS, Bully Victimization Scale; SEQ, Social Experiences Questionnaire; OBVQ, Olweus Bully/Victim Questionnaire; NCCS, Narrative Coherence Coding 
Scheme; PTB, Prevalence of Teasing and Bullying scale; PRQ, Participant Role Questionnaire; TIMSS, Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study; PIRLS, Progress in Reading and Literacy StudyZ; DfES, Department for Education and Skills National Pupil 
Database; FSA, Foundation Skills Assessment; MAP, Measures of Academic Progress; PPSS, Perceptions of Peer Support Scale; SAT-9, Stanford Achievement Test—Ninth Edition; SBRC, Social Behavior Rating Scale; GSCF, Gansu Survey of Children & Families; 
SERCE, Second Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study; LLECE, Latin American Laboratory for Assessment of the Quality of Education.
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behaviors are characterized as a grouping of oppositional conduct that 
is directed toward the child’s social environment, such as aggressive, 
noncompliant, and disruptive behaviors (e.g., Hinshaw, 1987; Liu, 
2004). In contrast, internalizing behaviors are considered as covert, 
inner-directed, and symptomatically associated with experiencing 
social withdrawal, social isolation, depression, and anxiety (Gresham 
and Kern, 2004). As such, studies that included a measure of 
externalizing behaviors and internalizing behaviors were considered 
within the peer victimization-literacy connection.

2.4.1 School engagement
To address research question four, we explored the associative and 

mediating role of school engagement in the peer victimization-literacy 
connection. School engagement is a multidimensional construct that 
characterizes adolescents’ feelings and attitudes toward school (e.g., 
school liking, belonging; Fredricks et al., 2004), and their ability to 
engage with peers, teachers, and the classroom material in a manner 
conducive to academic success (e.g., effort, persisting to learn complex 
ideas, adhering to classroom norms, contributing to class discussion; 
Buhs and Ladd, 2001; Finn, 1989; Fredricks et al., 2004). As such, 
studies that included a measure of school engagement were considered 
within the peer victimization-literacy connection.

2.4.1.1 Adolescent characteristics
To address research question five, we  considered adolescent 

characteristics. Specifically, we focused on adolescents’ sex and grade, 
as both have been reported to influence the relation between peer 
victimization and academic achievement more broadly. As such, 
we included articles that examined the associative and mediating roles 
of grade-level and sex within the peer victimization-literacy 
connection. Details regarding adolescents’ sex and grade-level can 
be found in Table 1.

3 Results

3.1 Study characteristics

Study characteristics can be found in Table 1. Mean participant 
ages ranged from 5.5 to 17.89 years, with studies sample sizes ranging 
from 140 to 86,372 participants. Studies were conducted across the 
United States (n = 8), Canada (n = 5); China (n = 3); Latin America 
(n = 2); Finland (n = 2), and Jamaica (n = 1). Six of the reviewed studies 
followed participants at multiple timepoints during formal schooling 
(Davidson et al., 2017; Gaskins et al., 2012; Ladd et al., 2017; Schwartz 
et  al., 2005; Turunen et  al., 2021; Vaillancourt et  al., 2013). The 
remaining studies (n = 15) were cross-sectional and obtained reports 
of peer victimization and literacy measures at only one time point.

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Quality Assessment Tool 
for Observational Cohort and Cross-Sectional Studies was used to 
evaluate the methodological quality of all included studies. All studies 
(n = 21) met the NIH quality assessment criteria, which included 
considerations of study design, sample size, data collection methods, 
and statistical analysis, ensuring internal validity within studies. While 
all studies met the quality criteria, some of the studies did not report 
specific information that the tool itself identified as characteristic of 
these types of studies. Specifically, observational cohort studies often 
do not report statistical power because the analyses are exploratory in 

nature, which was the case for the longitudinal studies included in this 
review (n = 6). Additionally, cross-sectional studies often cannot 
measure the independent variable prior to the measurement of the 
dependent variable, which provides weaker evidence for causal 
relations compared to cohort studies. In this review, 15 studies were 
cross-sectional and collected measurements of both the independent 
and dependent variables during the same timeframe. The NIH Quality 
Assessment Tool for Observational Cohort and Cross-Sectional 
Studies notes that both of the aforementioned pieces of omitted 
information should be considered when interpreting the results, as 
they may influence the strength and reliability of findings.

3.2 Measurement of variables

Peer victimization was measured and reported in multiple ways 
across the studies. While all studies included a measure of the 
frequency of peer victimization, differences were found in the 
operationalization of peer victimization. The majority of studies 
(n = 17) obtained a global measure of peer victimization (e.g., average 
rating across multiple forms of peer victimization). Of the studies that 
obtained measures of global peer victimization, one study obtained 
adolescents’ self-reports of experiencing and witnessing global peer 
victimization (Baker-Henningham et al., 2009). Rather than obtaining 
a global or composite measure of peer victimization, other studies 
(n = 4) parsed one or more forms of peer victimization, such as 
physical peer victimization only (Adams and Hannum, 2018), or 
physical vs. verbal or relational peer victimization (Beran, 2009; 
Hoglund, 2007; Román and Murillo, 2011). Across the studies, data 
on peer victimization (i.e., frequency and form) were collected via 
self-report (e.g., Bully Victimization Scale; Jenkins and Demaray, 
2015), teacher-report (e.g., Prevalence of Teasing and Bullying Scale; 
Lacey et al., 2017), and peer report or nomination (e.g., Participant 
Role Questionnaire; Turunen et  al., 2017). The majority of studies 
(n = 18) included adolescents’ self-report of their own peer 
victimization. Further, the level at which peer victimization was 
assessed (individual-, classroom-, or school-level) differed across 
studies. While the majority of studies (n = 19) focused on peer 
victimization at the individual-level, others focused on peer 
victimization at the school-level (n = 1) and peer victimization at both 
the individual- and classroom-level (n = 1). Specifically, Lacey et al. 
(2017) measured schoolwide prevalence of peer victimization by 
averaging adolescents’ self-reported and teacher-reported peer 
victimization scores into a school-level score. Román and Murillo 
(2011) measured peer victimization at the individual-level as well as 
the classroom-level by averaging adolescents’ self-reported peer 
victimization scores in each class.

Across studies, literacy was also measured and reported differently. 
Most studies (n = 8) administered a standardized psychoeducational 
literacy assessment (e.g., The Wide Range Achievement Test, WRAT; 
Baker-Henningham et al., 2009), while others (n = 7) collected state/
province- or school-mandated literacy test scores, or school literacy 
test scores. Several studies obtained literacy achievement measures, 
including adolescents’ performance creating written texts (n = 1), 
school-reported grades in reading courses (n = 1), teacher-reported 
grades in language arts courses (n = 1), teacher- and/or parent-ratings 
of literacy achievement (n = 2), or self-reported literacy difficulties 
(n = 1). Of these, five studies formed latent academic variables (e.g., 
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school achievement, academic functioning) that consisted of 
components with highly overlapping variance, including measures of 
literacy (Hoglund, 2007; Jenkins and Demaray, 2015; Schwartz et al., 
2001; Schwartz et al., 2005; Wienke Totura et al., 2014). As literacy 
performance could be parsed from the latent academic variables, these 
studies were included in the current review.

Most studies (n = 13) provided measures of negative behaviors 
associated with peer victimization and literacy. Specifically, these 
studies measured internalizing behaviors (n = 8), externalizing 
behaviors (n = 5), and/or school engagement (n = 5). Internalizing 
behaviors were measured via questionnaires that assessed self-
reported symptoms of depression (e.g., Children’s Depression Inventory; 
Schwartz et al., 2005), self-reported symptoms of anxiety (e.g., The 
State/Trait Anxiety Inventory for Children-Trait Anxiety; Wienke 
Totura et al., 2009), self-reported negative emotions (Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire; Turunen et al., 2021), self-reported social 
withdrawal (Adams and Hannum, 2018), or teacher-reported 
submissive and withdrawn behaviors (Schwartz et  al., 2001). 
Externalizing behaviors were measured via questionnaires that 
assessed self-reported disruptive behaviors (e.g., Strength and 
Difficulties Questionnaire; Turunen et  al., 2021), self-reported 
inattentive/hyperactive behaviors (e.g., The Inattentive/Hyperactivity 
Scale; Beran, 2009), or teacher-, peer-, and/or self-reported aggressive 
behaviors (e.g., physical, verbal, and relational forms of aggression; 
Schwartz et al., 2001). Lastly, school engagement was measured via 
questionnaires that assessed student-reported cognitive (e.g., 
perception of one’s academic ability; Lacey et al., 2017; Wienke Totura 
et  al., 2014), behavioral (e.g., participation; Hoglund, 2007), 
motivational (school avoidance; Ladd et  al., 2017), and affective/
emotional (e.g., enjoyment of class; Hoglund, 2007; Lacey et al., 2017; 
Ladd et al., 2017; Wienke Totura et al., 2014) school engagement, as 
well as teacher-reported cognitive (e.g., investment in one’s own 
learning; Hoglund, 2007), and behavioral (e.g., ability to stay on task; 
Hoglund, 2007; Ladd et  al., 2017; Wienke Totura et  al., 2014) 
school engagement.

3.3 Nature of the relationship between 
variables

All reviewed studies (n = 21) measured the direct association 
between peer victimization and literacy. Of these, most studies (n = 11) 
examined the link between peer victimization and reading, one study 
examined the link between peer victimization and writing, and several 
studies (n = 9) examined the link between peer victimization and both 
reading and writing. Moreover, studies assessed the role of 
internalizing and/or externalizing behaviors (n = 10) and school 
engagement (n = 4) in the peer victimization-literacy connection. 
Finally, sex differences were reported in the context of peer 
victimization, literacy, and the peer-victimization literacy connection 
(n = 11). Below, we discuss each type of peer-victimization-literacy 
connection in turn.

3.4 Peer victimization-literacy connection

While some studies found peer victimization to be predictive or 
associated with literacy (n = 13), others reported literacy to 

be predictive or associated with peer victimization (n = 5). There was 
also evidence of a lack of support for the direct relation between peer 
victimization and literacy (n = 3); however, two of those studies found 
an indirect relation between peer victimization and literacy.

3.5 Increased peer victimization predicted 
poorer literacy abilities

Across 13 studies, increased peer victimization was found to 
predict future, or to be concurrently associated with, poorer literacy 
abilities (Baker-Henningham et al., 2009; Barrera-Osorio et al., 2020; 
Beran et al., 2008; Beran, 2009; Gaskins et al., 2012; Hoglund, 2007; 
Lacey et  al., 2017; Ladd et  al., 2017; Román and Murillo, 2011; 
Schwartz et al., 2001; Schwartz et al., 2005; Wienke Totura et al., 2009; 
Wang et  al., 2022). Evidence from one study did not support a 
significant link between peer victimization and literacy (Gietz and 
McIntosh, 2014).

Three studies found increased peer victimization to predict poorer 
literacy abilities, as measured using standardized psychoeducational 
literacy assessments (n = 2) and state-mandated literacy tests (n = 1). 
One study found no evidence of this predictive relation. Cross-
sectionally, poorer standardized psychoeducational reading and 
writing assessment scores in fourth and sixth grade were associated 
with increased self-reported global peer victimization (Barrera-Osorio 
et al., 2020). Longitudinally, Ladd et al. (2017) found increased self-
reported global peer victimization was predictive of poorer reading 
assessment scores from kindergarten to 12th grade. This effect was 
stronger in earlier grades, peaking in second grade and diminishing 
as grade levels increased. Thirdly, increased teacher- and peer-reports 
of peer victimization in fourth grade predicted poorer fifth grade 
academic functioning—a latent variable that included state/province-
mandated reading test performance (Schwartz et al., 2005). However, 
one study did not find self-reported global peer victimization to 
predict growth on a state-mandated reading test during a single school 
year in the fourth and fifth grades (Gaskins et al., 2012). Rather, these 
authors found a concurrent association between increased peer 
victimization and poorer literacy. In sum, irrespective of grade level, 
the majority evidence supported the predictive relation between 
increased peer victimization and poorer literacy ability when 
measured via performance on standardized psychoeducational 
literacy assessments.

3.6 Increased peer victimization was 
concurrently associated with poorer 
literacy abilities

Of the 11 studies that found a significant relation between 
increased peer victimization and poorer literacy abilities, the majority 
(n = 8) supported a concurrent association across diverse measures of 
literacy. First, three studies found peer victimization related to 
adolescents’ performance on standardized psychoeducational literacy 
assessments. Specifically, increased self-reported global (Wang et al., 
2022), physical and verbal (Román and Murillo, 2011) peer 
victimization was associated with poorer reading assessment 
performance. Adolescents in classrooms with increased occurrences 
of physical and verbal peer victimization had poorer reading 
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assessment performance (Román and Murillo, 2011). Thirdly, 
adolescents with increased self-reports of experiencing and witnessing 
peer victimization had poorer reading and writing (spelling) 
assessment performance (Baker-Henningham et al., 2009). However, 
one study found no evidence that peer victimization was associated 
with performance on a province-mandated reading test (Gietz and 
McIntosh, 2014).

Second, studies (n = 4) found peer victimization related to 
adolescents’ state/province- or school-mandated literacy test 
performance, and school literacy test performance. Increased peer- 
and teacher- reports of global peer victimization were associated with 
poorer academic functioning–a latent variable that included school-
mandated language test performance (Schwartz et al., 2001). Increased 
self-reported global peer victimization was associated with poorer 
state-mandated reading test performance (Gaskins et  al., 2012). 
Teacher-reported victims of global peer victimization had poorer 
reading test performance than self-reported victims of global peer 
victimization (Wienke Totura et al., 2009). Increased teacher-reported 
schoolwide peer victimization was negatively associated with school 
reading and writing test performance (Lacey et al., 2017). Lacey et al. 
(2017) also found that adolescent self-reports of individual and 
school-wide peer victimization were negatively associated with school 
reading test performance.

Lastly, studies (n = 3) found increased peer victimization to 
be negatively associated with teacher-reported (Beran et al., 2008; 
Hoglund, 2007), or parent- and teacher-reported (Beran, 2009), 
reading and writing achievement (i.e., ratings of students’ 
performance, grades). Increased self-reported peer victimization was 
associated with poorer teacher-reported ratings in reading and writing 
(“1 = near the top of the class” to “5 = near the bottom of the class”; 
Beran et al., 2008). Increased self-reported relational and physical peer 
victimization was associated with poorer school achievement—a 
latent variable that included teacher-reported Language Arts grade 
(Hoglund, 2007). Increased self-reported verbal and physical peer 
victimization was also associated with poorer Language Arts 
achievement when measured using parent-reported ratings (“1 = very 
well” to “5 = very poorly”) and teacher-reported ratings (“1 = near the 
top of the class” to “5 = near the bottom of the class”; Beran, 2009). 
Taken together, the majority of evidence supports a concurrent 
association between increased peer victimization and poorer literacy 
ability, irrespective of the measure of literacy and peer victimization, 
and regardless of the informant (self, teacher, or peer).

3.7 Peer victimization indirectly related to 
literacy abilities

Evidence from two studies supported an indirect, rather than 
direct, link between adolescents’ self-reported peer victimization and 
literacy by way of mediating variables (Jenkins and Demaray, 2015; 
Wienke Totura et al., 2014). In the first study, Wienke Totura et al. 
(2014) found an indirect effect of internalizing behaviors (i.e., 
depressive symptoms) and low school engagement on the link between 
increased self-reported global peer victimization and poorer academic 
achievement—a latent variable that included adolescents’ state-
mandated reading test performance. In the second study, Jenkins and 
Demaray (2015) reported similar results. The authors found an 
indirect effect of academic self-concept, or an adolescent’s belief about 

their ability to complete academic tasks, on the link between increased 
self-reported global peer victimization and poorer academic 
achievement—a latent variable that included school-reported reading 
class grades. As such, peer victimization not only directly impacts 
literacy but also has been shown to have an indirect effect, negatively 
impacting factors (i.e., internalizing behaviors, academic self-concept) 
which, in turn, lowered literacy achievement. A discussion of 
mediating roles is discussed in more detail later in this results section.

3.8 Poorer literacy ability predicts 
increased peer victimization

Across cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, six studies 
evaluated the impact of reading (n = 2), writing (n = 2), or reading and 
writing (n = 1) on peer victimization. The only study to examine the 
impact of both reading and writing on peer victimization found this 
relation to be predictive rather than a concurrent association (Adams 
and Hannum, 2018). Specifically, the authors found poorer 
performance on a standardized psychoeducational literacy assessment 
predicted increased self-reported physical peer victimization 4 years 
later. In contrast, two studies found the relation between poorer 
reading and increased peer victimization to be a concurrent, rather 
than predictive, association. Indeed, Turunen et al. (2017) found that 
adolescents’ self-reported reading difficulties were concurrently 
associated with increased likelihood of being viewed as a victim by 
peers. The authors also found that reading ability was positively 
associated with, not predictive of, peer victimization in grades seven 
and nine (Turunen et al., 2021). Likewise, Schwartz et al. (2005) found 
no predictive relation between fourth graders’ academic 
functioning—a latent variable that included state/province-mandated 
reading test performance, and teacher- and peer-reports of global peer 
victimization a year later.

Intriguingly, results differed for writing. Findings supported a 
predictive relation between writing and peer victimization. 
Specifically, poorer third grade writing, measured via a province-
mandated writing test, predicted increased self-reported global peer 
victimization in fifth grade (Vaillancourt et  al., 2013). A finding 
echoed by Davidson et al. (2017), who reported that sophisticated 
narrative writing (e.g., inclusion of evaluative statements) in third and 
fourth grade predicted reduced peer-reported global peer 
victimization in fourth and fifth grade, respectively (Davidson et al., 
2017). As such, evidence suggests a concurrent association between 
poorer reading ability and increased peer victimization, while a 
predictive association was found between poorer writing ability and 
increased peer victimization.

3.9 The role of internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors

Preliminary evidence from two studies supported negative 
behaviors as mediators in the peer-victimization-literacy 
connection. Indeed, one study reported that increased teacher-
reported externalizing behaviors (i.e., aggression and 
hyperactivity) partially mediated the link between self-reported 
relational peer victimization and school achievement for males, as 
well as the link between self-reported physical peer victimization 
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and school achievement for females (Hoglund, 2007). In this study, 
school achievement was a latent variable that included teacher-
reported grades in language arts. As such, increased peer 
victimization was associated with increased externalizing 
behaviors, which in turn led to poorer school achievement 
(Hoglund, 2007).

A more complex relation appears to exist for internalizing 
behaviors. Indeed, Schwartz et al. (2005) found that increased self-
reported internalizing behaviors (i.e., depressive symptoms) fully 
mediated the relation between increased teacher- and peer-reported 
peer victimization in fourth grade and poorer fifth grade academic 
functioning—a latent variable that included state/province-mandated 
standardized reading test performance. However, Hoglund (2007) 
found no evidence to support self-reported internalizing behaviors 
(i.e., depression, anxiety, and social stress) as a mediator in the link 
between self-reported relational and physical peer victimization and 
school achievement–a latent variable that included teacher-reported 
grades in English language arts (reading and writing). As such, across 
both studies increased peer victimization resulted in increased self-
reported internalizing behaviors; however, the relation between 
internalizing behaviors and literacy remains uncertain.

Substantiating the mediation results described in the previous 
work, 10 studies reported bivariate correlations or a significant 
univariate relation between (a) internalizing or (b) externalizing 
behaviors, and either peer victimization or a measure of literacy. 
While not direct evidence of mediation, these studies provide 
complementary evidence that supports the role of internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors in the peer victimization-literacy connection.

Of those 10 studies, the majority (n = 8) reported a significant 
bivariate correlation between peer victimization and internalizing 
behaviors (n = 7), and/or reported a significant bivariate correlation 
between peer victimization and externalizing behaviors (n = 4). First, 
increased peer victimization was associated with increased 
internalizing behaviors, including self-reported depression (Adams 
and Hannum, 2018; Schwartz et al., 2005; Wienke Totura et al., 2009; 
Vaillancourt et al., 2013), anxiety (Adams and Hannum, 2018; Wienke 
Totura et al., 2009; Vaillancourt et al., 2013), social withdrawal (Adams 
and Hannum, 2018), psychological distress (Wienke Totura et al., 
2014), negative emotions (Turunen et al., 2021), and teacher-reported 
submissive-withdrawn behaviors (Schwartz et  al., 2001). An 
association that held across a variety of peer victimization measures, 
including peer (Schwartz et  al., 2005; Turunen et  al., 2021) and 
teacher-reported global peer victimization (Schwartz et al., 2005) and 
self-reported global (Schwartz et al., 2001; Wienke Totura et al., 2009; 
Wienke Totura et al., 2014; Vaillancourt et al., 2013) and physical peer 
victimization (Adams and Hannum, 2018).

Second, four studies found increased peer victimization to 
be associated with increased externalizing behaviors. Self-reported 
global peer victimization was associated with self-reported inattentive 
and hyperactive externalizing behaviors (Beran, 2009; Turunen et al., 
2021), self-reported disruptive behaviors (Beran, 2009), and self-
reported relational and overt aggressive behaviors (Vaillancourt et al., 
2013). Likewise, Schwartz et al. (2001) found teacher-, peer-, and self-
reported global peer victimization were associated with teacher-, 
peer-, and self-reported aggressive externalizing behaviors. Thus, 
there is a clear connection between peer victimization and negative 
behaviors that occur both internally (e.g., depression) and externally 
(e.g., aggression) in adolescents.

Next, fewer studies (n = 4) reported a relation between 
measures of literacy and either internalizing or externalizing 
behaviors. One study found middle schoolers with poorer 
province-mandated writing test performance had increased self-
reported internalizing behaviors, including symptoms of depression 
and anxiety (Vaillancourt et  al., 2013). The remaining studies 
(n = 3) found low reading or low writing performance was 
associated with increased externalizing behaviors. Specifically, 
poorer performance on standardized psychoeducational reading 
assessments was linked with increased self-reported externalizing 
behaviors, including both disruptive and aggressive behaviors 
(Gaskins et  al., 2012) as well as inattention/hyperactivity and 
conduct problems (Turunen et  al., 2021). Analogously, poorer 
parent- and teacher-reported language arts achievement was 
associated with increased self-reported externalizing behaviors, 
including disruption and inattention/hyperactivity (Beran, 2009). 
Thus, adolescents who struggle in literacy are also likely to display 
negative behaviors.

Taken together, although only two studies assessed the mediating 
roles of internalizing and externalizing behaviors, findings indicated 
that externalizing behaviors fully mediated (Hoglund, 2007), and 
internalizing behaviors partially mediated (Schwartz et al., 2005), the 
association between peer victimization and literacy performance. 
Moreover, several studies (n = 10) provided substantiation of these 
mediating roles, reporting significant bivariate correlations between 
internalizing and externalizing behaviors and peer victimization or 
literacy. Taken together, this provides evidence that the relation 
between increased peer victimization and poorer literacy is likely 
altered by the presence of internalizing and externalizing behaviors.

3.10 The role of school engagement

Evidence from a single study supported school engagement as a 
mediator in the peer-victimization-literacy connection. Lacey et al. 
(2017) found self-reported cognitive and affective/emotional school 
engagement fully mediated the association between adolescents’ self-
reported schoolwide peer victimization and state/province-mandated 
literacy (reading and writing) test performance. Additionally, the 
authors also found that school engagement partially mediated the 
association between teacher-reported schoolwide peer victimization 
and literacy test performance. Thus, there is direct evidence of school 
engagement as both a full and partial mediator of the relation between 
peer victimization and literacy.

A few studies (n = 5) reported a significant bivariate correlation 
between school engagement and literacy or peer victimization. Of 
these, two studies found a significant bivariate correlation between 
school engagement and literacy. First, low self-reported affective (i.e., 
bonding with school, classmates, and teachers) and teacher-reported 
behavioral (i.e., gets off tasks) school engagement was associated with 
poorer state-mandated reading test performance (Wienke Totura 
et al., 2014). Second, low self-reported affective school engagement 
(i.e., belonging) was associated with poorer standardized 
psychoeducational reading and writing assessment scores (Barrera-
Osorio et al., 2020).

Four studies found low school engagement was associated with 
increased reports of peer victimization, including higher self- or 
teacher-reported global peer victimization (Lacey et al., 2017; Ladd 
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et  al., 2017; Wienke Totura et  al., 2014), as well as self-reported 
relational and physical peer victimization (Hoglund, 2007).

In terms of school engagement measured, increased peer 
victimization was found to be associated with lower self-reported 
cognitive (e.g., perception of one’s academic ability; Lacey et al., 2017; 
Wienke Totura et al., 2014), behavioral (e.g., participation; Hoglund, 
2007), motivational (school avoidance; Ladd et  al., 2017), and 
affective/emotional (e.g., enjoyment of class; Hoglund, 2007; Lacey 
et  al., 2017; Ladd et  al., 2017; Wienke Totura et  al., 2014) school 
engagement, as well as teacher-reported cognitive (e.g., investment in 
one’s own learning; Hoglund, 2007), and behavioral (e.g., ability to stay 
on task; Hoglund, 2007; Ladd et al., 2017) school engagement.

In sum, only one study supported the full and partial mediating 
role of school engagement in the peer victimization-literacy 
connection. Additionally, five studies provided evidence for significant 
bivariate correlations between diverse types of school engagement and 
multiple forms of peer victimization or literacy. Thus, adolescents who 
experience peer victimization and struggle in literacy are likely to have 
diminished school engagement—a negative behavior that may in turn 
contribute to poorer academic performance and negative 
peer interactions.

3.11 Sex differences in the peer 
victimization-literacy connection

Sex differences were reported in the context of peer victimization, 
literacy, and the peer victimization-literacy connection (n = 11). Of 
these, four studies examined the effect of sex differences on the peer 
victimization-literacy connection, and only one study found a 
significant effect of sex differences. Specifically, Hoglund (2007) found 
sex to moderate the indirect impact of teacher-reported externalizing 
behaviors (i.e., aggression and hyperactivity) on the association 
between peer victimization and school achievement—a latent variable 
that included teacher-reported language arts grades. Specifically, 
increased externalizing behaviors partially mediated the link between 
self-reported relational peer victimization and school achievement for 
males, as well as the link between self-reported physical peer 
victimization and school achievement for females. While Hoglund 
(2007) results are intriguing, three studies reported no effect of sex 
differences on the peer victimization-literacy connection (Schwartz 
et al., 2001; Schwartz et al., 2005; Vaillancourt et al., 2013). Thus, to 
date, there is ambiguous support for the effect of sex on the peer 
victimization-literacy connection.

There is preliminary evidence that sex differences correspond to 
peer victimization type and/or frequency (n = 9) and to literacy 
performance (n = 5); however, evidence from one study lacked support 
of sex differences in self-reported peer victimization (Jenkins and 
Demaray, 2015). When comparing the type of peer victimization, 
males reported significantly more physical (Adams and Hannum, 
2018; Hoglund, 2007; Román and Murillo, 2011) and verbal (Román 
and Murillo, 2011) peer victimization than females, and females 
reported significantly more global peer victimization than males 
(Vaillancourt et al., 2013). However, what is clearer are differences 
reported in frequency of peer victimization by sex. Four studies found 
that males reported more instances of peer victimization than females 
(Hoglund, 2007; Ladd et al., 2017; Turunen et al., 2017; Wang et al., 
2022), and one study found females reported more instances of peer 

victimization than males (Vaillancourt et al., 2013). Therefore, the 
majority of studies indicate males self-report more frequency of peer 
victimization than females. Longitudinally, from kindergarten to 
grade 12, males and females had a similar pattern of change: decreased 
peer victimization was associated with increased grade level (Ladd 
et al., 2017). As such, the majority of evidence suggests that males 
experience more peer victimization but, like females, the frequency of 
male peer victimization appears to decrease over time.

Notably, there are also sex differences in literacy performance. 
Five studies found that females outperformed males on measures of 
literacy (Baker-Henningham et al., 2009; Hoglund, 2007; Schwartz 
et al., 2001; Turunen et al., 2017; Vaillancourt et al., 2013). Across four 
studies, females outperformed males on measures of reading and 
writing (Baker-Henningham et al., 2009; Hoglund, 2007; Schwartz 
et al., 2001; Vaillancourt et al., 2013). Further, Turunen et al. (2017) 
found that females reported reading difficulties significantly less than 
males. One study reported no significant sex differences in adolescents’ 
school-reported reading class grades (Jenkins and Demaray, 2015). 
Thus, across the studies reviewed here, the majority of evidence 
indicated that across diverse literacy measures (i.e., literacy test 
performance, language arts grades, self-reported literacy ability), there 
were clear sex differences, such that males were at greater risk for 
poorer literacy performance than females.

3.12 Grade-level differences

The current review included only those studies that examined the 
relation between peer victimization and literacy in fifth through 
eighth graders. Across those grades, most studies (n = 15) found 
increased peer victimization to be directly or indirectly related to 
poorer literacy in fifth (Baker-Henningham et al., 2009; Gaskins et al., 
2012; Ladd et al., 2017; Schwartz et al., 2001; Schwartz et al., 2005; 
Wang et al., 2022), sixth (Barrera-Osorio et al., 2020; Hoglund, 2007; 
Jenkins and Demaray, 2015; Ladd et al., 2017; Román and Murillo, 
2011; Schwartz et al., 2001; Schwartz et al., 2005; Wienke Totura et al., 
2009; Wienke Totura et al., 2014), seventh (Hoglund, 2007; Jenkins 
and Demaray, 2015; Lacey et  al., 2017; Ladd et  al., 2017; Wienke 
Totura et al., 2009; Wienke Totura et al., 2014), and eighth (Jenkins 
and Demaray, 2015; Lacey et  al., 2017; Ladd et  al., 2017; Wienke 
Totura et al., 2009; Wienke Totura et al., 2014) grades. Beran et al. 
(2008) demonstrated the peer victimization-literacy connection in 10- 
and 11-year-old, school-aged adolescents. Beran (2009) demonstrated 
the peer victimization-literacy connection in 12–15-year-old school-
aged adolescents. There was only one study that found no significant 
relation between peer victimization and literacy in seventh grade 
(Gietz and McIntosh, 2014).

In terms of the ability of literacy to predict (or associate with) peer 
victimization, studies (n = 5) found a significant relation between 
poorer literacy and increased peer victimization in fifth (Davidson 
et  al., 2017; Turunen et  al., 2017; Vaillancourt et  al., 2013), sixth 
(Turunen et al., 2017), seventh (Turunen et al., 2017, 2021), and eighth 
(Turunen et  al., 2017) graders. Adams and Hannum (2018) 
demonstrated a significant relation between poorer literacy and 
increased peer victimization in 13–16-year-old, school-aged 
adolescents. Only one study showed no support for a predictive 
relation between poorer literacy and future increased peer 
victimization (Schwartz et al., 2005). However, Schwartz et al. (2005) 
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investigated literacy in fourth grade and peer victimization in fifth 
grade, which may account for the resulting discrepancy. Thus, 
we conclude that evidence largely indicates adolescents, particularly 
those in the fifth through eighth grades, with increased peer 
victimization have poorer literacy performance, and those who 
struggle in literacy are likely to be  at risk for increased 
peer victimization.

4 Discussion

Peer victimization and literacy are often not considered as 
interacting constructs nor included within the same frameworks. 
However, evidence suggests that peer victimization and literacy 
impact similar areas of adolescents’ lives, such as their academic 
achievement (e.g., Buhs and Ladd, 2001; Savolainen et al., 2008). 
Our synthesis of the literature established a clear connection 
between peer victimization and literacy. Further, within the context 
of the Developmental Cascades Framework (Masten and Cicchetti, 
2010), one possibility is that peer victimization and literacy are 
directly linked via a transactional association, wherein 
maladjustment in one domain (e.g., social–emotional) contributes 
to poorer functioning in the other domain (e.g., academic). 
Another possibility within this framework is that peer victimization 
and literacy are indirectly linked through various mediating 
pathways (i.e., internalizing and externalizing behaviors, school 
engagement, sex, grade-level). Our results provide support for 
both perspectives.

4.1 Peer victimization and literacy are 
directly related

The current study sought to determine if peer victimization 
directly impacted literacy (RQ1), and if literacy directly impacted peer 
victimization (RQ2). Findings indicated that, peer victimization and 
literacy are directly linked via a transactional association, wherein 
increased peer victimization contributed to poorer literacy, and 
poorer literacy contributed to increased peer victimization. In support 
of RQ1, across literacy measures and peer victimization informants 
(i.e., self, teacher, peer), results indicated that peer victimization 
predicted concurrent poorer literacy. Peer victimization also predicted 
poorer future literacy irrespective of grade level and across several 
standardized psychoeducational assessments. With respect to RQ2, 
poorer literacy was found to predict increased peer victimization.

We also demonstrate variation in the peer victimization-literacy 
connection by illustrating how reading and writing differentially relate 
to peer victimization. While most studies found poorer reading ability 
was associated with increased concurrent peer victimization, we also 
found evidence that poorer writing ability predicted increased future 
peer victimization. These findings align with a facet of the 
Developmental Cascades Framework (Masten and Cicchetti, 2010) that 
positions two developmental domains as transactional influences 
toward one another. In other words, adolescents who experience peer 
victimization are also likely to struggle in literacy, and adolescents 
who struggle with literacy are also likely to experience peer 
victimization. As such, this systematic literature review is the first to 
elucidate a bidirectional link between peer victimization and literacy, 

such that increased peer victimization and low literacy co-occur and 
predict future negative outcomes for one another.

4.2 Peer victimization and literacy are 
indirectly related through negative 
behaviors

We then aimed to identify what roles internalizing and 
externalizing behaviors (RQ3), and school engagement (RQ4), 
played in the peer victimization-literacy connection. Findings 
indicated that peer victimization and literacy were indirectly 
linked through full and partial mediating pathways. We  found 
preliminary evidence in support of full mediation of the peer 
victimization-literacy connection via internalizing behaviors and 
school engagement, as well as partial mediation via externalizing 
behaviors and school engagement. In short, studies reported that 
peer victimization exacerbated internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors and decreased school engagement, which, in turn, 
corresponded to poorer literacy. These preliminary results align 
with a second facet of the Developmental Cascades Framework 
(Masten and Cicchetti, 2010) that posits that different 
developmental domains, such as peer relations and academic 
development, can be  indirectly related via various 
mediating pathways.

While there was limited evidence for the indirect link between 
peer victimization and literacy via negative behaviors, a more 
substantial body of evidence revealed significant bivariate 
correlations between internalizing behaviors, externalizing 
behaviors, school engagement, and either peer victimization or 
literacy. In other words, increased internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors, and low school engagement were associated with 
increased peer victimization and poorer literacy outcomes. The 
bivariate correlations further suggest the likelihood of mediation 
in the peer victimization-literacy connection, and demonstrate a 
similar association between peer victimization, literacy, and 
adolescents’ behaviors. However, due to limited evidence of the 
indirect influences of adolescents’ negative behaviors, further 
research is needed to provide a better understanding into how 
these behaviors shape and influence the association between peer 
victimization and literacy.

4.3 Adolescent characteristics shape peer 
victimization and literacy

Next, we determined if sex and grade-level played a role in the 
peer victimization-literacy connection (RQ5). Only one study found 
that sex differences influenced the peer victimization-literacy 
connection, specifically showing that sex moderated the indirect effect 
of low school engagement on the association between increased peer 
victimization and poorer literacy outcomes. However, substantial 
evidence did emerge for bivariate correlations between sex and both 
peer victimization and literacy. Many studies found that males and 
females differed in their reports of peer victimization, with males 
reporting higher frequencies and different forms (e.g., physical) when 
compared to females. Additionally, females generally outperformed 
males in literacy performance. These bivariate correlations indicate 
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that adolescents’ reports of peer victimization (in terms of frequency 
and type), as well as their literacy performance, differs across sex. 
Despite these findings, there was very limited evidence for sex 
differences in the peer victimization-literacy connection, indicating 
that males and females with increased reports of peer victimization 
may have similar risk for poorer literacy, and males and females with 
poorer literacy may have similar risk of peer victimization. Further 
research into sex differences would enhance our knowledge of how 
males and females are differentially impacted by the peer 
victimization-literacy connection.

Moreover, the reviewed studies demonstrated the peer 
victimization-literacy connection to occur across the secondary 
grades. Findings indicated that in Grades 5 through 8, adolescents 
who experienced increased peer victimization were at higher risk of 
poor concurrent and future literacy outcomes. Additionally, 
adolescents with poorer reading ability were at higher risk for 
concurrent peer victimization, while those with poorer writing ability 
were at higher risk for future peer victimization. These findings 
suggest interplay between academic and social–emotional 
development, such that maladaptive functioning in one domain is 
likely to co-occur with or increase the risk of maladaptive functioning 
in the other, particularly during adolescence. In view of the academic 
and social–emotional demands of adolescence, the peer victimization-
literacy connection is important to consider and elucidate to better 
support our youth’s maturation and successful transition 
into adulthood.

4.4 Limitations

While most studies in this systematic literature review 
included adolescents’ self-report of their own peer victimization, 
others obtained peer- or teacher-reports of adolescents’ peer 
victimization. The lack of a consistent peer victimization 
informant type across the reviewed studies could be considered a 
limitation. Specifically, multiple informant types may result in the 
biased reporting of peer victimization, reducing the validity of the 
synthesized findings. However, previous meta-analyses of peer 
victimization that did not consider literacy have shown self-, 
peer-, and teacher-reports to be significant, reliable indicators of 
adolescents’ peer victimization (Nakamoto and Schwartz, 2010; 
Pouwels et al., 2016). Thus, differences in the peer victimization 
informant type are unlikely to pose a threat to the validity of our 
synthesized findings. Rather, the inclusion of studies with 
differing, yet reliable peer victimization informant types allow us 
to mitigate reporting biases associated with each informant type 
and to form a more comprehensive understanding of the peer 
victimization-literacy connection.

Next, the small number of articles on peer victimization and 
literacy showed little overlap in included populations. As such, the 
current review could not examine bidirectional literacy and identity-
based peer victimization during adolescence, in populations 
previously reported to experience greater rates of peer victimization, 
such as sexual orientation (Aragon et  al., 2014) and race-based 
discrimination (Fisher et al., 2015). Therefore, the synthesized articles 
only provided a broad, decontextualized examination of the peer 
victimization-literacy connection, allowing for what is perhaps a more 
generalizable but less nuanced interpretation.

Lastly, we were limited by the number of studies that focused on 
writing. However, this is consistent with the body of literature on 
literacy, in which the number of studies investigating reading far 
exceed writing studies. In short, this limitation is not specific to our 
study but rather the field of literacy at large. While the number of 
studies may differ, both reading and writing play integral roles in 
literacy development and should be considered when examining how 
literacy relates to peer victimization. As such, the current systematic 
literature review included results from writing studies to emphasize 
writing as a crucial component of literacy in the peer victimization-
literacy connection. We demonstrate that writing is impacted by and 
predicts future peer victimization. As such, writing and reading each 
plays an important role in the peer victimization-literacy connection.

4.5 Future directions

Our work highlights the need for studies to look at both peer 
victimization and literacy during adolescence. The current 
systematic literature review synthesized results from 21 studies on 
the link between peer victimization and low literacy in fifth through 
eighth graders. While a direct, concurrent association between 
increased experiences of peer victimization and low literacy was 
evident, the ability of peer victimization and low literacy to later 
predict one another was less clear. Preliminary evidence revealed a 
likely role of internalizing behaviors, externalizing behaviors, and 
school engagement as mediators in the peer victimization-literacy 
connection. Preliminary evidence also suggested the role of sex as 
a moderator in the peer victimization-literacy connection, and this 
connection was observed across the 5th through eighth grades. 
Thus, future work examining the predictive nature of the peer 
victimization-literacy connection is an evident need, as is future 
investigations into mediators with the potential to ameliorate the 
negative cascading impact of the peer victimization-literacy 
connection. Researchers may also wish to examine the varied 
manifestation of the peer victimization-literacy connection across 
categories of adolescents’ identities (e.g., race, sexual orientation). 
This would allow for a more nuanced, contextualized, and inclusive 
understanding of the peer victimization-literacy connection during 
this developmental time period. Lastly, this systematic literature 
review brings to light the need to examine longitudinal evidence of 
the peer victimization-literacy connection. While peer victimization 
and low literacy have negative immediate impacts on social–
emotional and academic skills, adolescents’ responses and resilience 
to such experiences may vary across adolescent development. As 
such, longitudinal investigations are likely to reveal unique patterns 
of social–emotional and academic dysfunction, as well as help focus 
intervention efforts on individuals at the greatest risk.

5 Conclusion

Increased peer victimization and low literacy are prevalent during 
adolescence, both conferring similar risk to adolescents’ academic, 
social–emotional, and behavioral functioning. Yet, scant research has 
considered the peer victimization-literacy connection during 
adolescence. The current systematic literature review synthesized 
evidence from 21 studies to elucidate the direct and indirect link 
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between peer victimization and literacy. Results indicated a 
bidirectional link between increased peer victimization and poorer 
literacy across Grades 5 through 8, multiple literacy measures, and 
various peer victimization informants (self, peer, and teacher). There 
was also preliminary evidence for an indirect link between peer 
victimization and literacy via internalizing and externalizing behaviors, 
and school engagement. There was ambiguous support for the effect of 
sex differences in the peer victimization-literacy connection. However, 
there were reported sex differences in peer victimization (frequency 
and type), and in performance on literacy measures. Unpacking the 
complexity of the peer victimization-literacy connection is an 
important precursor to developing effective interventions and support 
systems for struggling adolescents. It is our hope that the current 
systematic literature review encourages future intervention and 
instructional efforts, which focus on adolescents who face peer 
victimization and who also struggle in literacy. By providing 
adolescents with curated academic and social–emotional support, 
mental health resources, and the skills needed to build positive peer 
relationships, we can work to mitigate the academic, social–emotional, 
and behavioral consequences of peer victimization and low literacy.
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