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In response to negative experiences like cyberbullying and online harassment, women 

have been found to chill their online participation by adopting defensive coping 

strategies in person and on social media (e.g., deleting their accounts, avoiding 

posting, increasing privacy settings). Cyberbullying affects the majority of 

undergraduate women, contributing to withdrawal from social media and chilling 

their participation in the growing world of collaborative online discussions. In this 

mixed-methods, three-article dissertation, I integrate surveys, observations, and 

interviews among undergraduate students (particularly women) to investigate how the 

chilling effect of cyberbullying extends into peer interactions within an increasingly 

common online instructional practice: online discussion boards. I observe that, in 

comparison to their non-victimized peers, women with prior cyberbullying 

experiences enact lower social presence and adopt self-silencing and conflict-



 

 

avoidant coping strategies. In particular, these women avoid ever disagreeing with 

peers out of fear of starting “drama.” My research challenges educators to consider 

potential unintended consequences of instructional design choices and contributes to 

our understanding of how to design more equitable online learning environments for 

today’s socially networked adult learners.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In this introduction, I present the tension between the chilling effect of 

cyberbullying victimization and students’ social presence in online course 

discussions. I summarize the relevant literature and situate my study in the theories of 

social constructivism and emerging adulthood. I conclude this chapter by 

summarizing each article in the dissertation and articulating its value in addressing 

this tension. 

Problem Statement 

Each year, the incoming class of undergraduates has more experience with 

social media as well as more exposure to cyberbullying (e.g., Anderson & Jiang, 

2018). Cyberbullying has been found to cause people - especially women - to avoid 

or ‘chill’ their engagement in online peer interactions (e.g., Duggan, 2017). When 

these women find themselves in an online college course, however, their instructor 

may require them to engage in online peer discussions without considering how these 

women’s past traumas have led them to avoid online engagement. The current 

pedagogical trend of promoting community and collaboration via ‘real’ online peer 

interactions as opposed to distant or inauthentic ones (Lowenthal & Snelson, 2017) is 

potentially at odds with the coping strategies women adopt after experiencing 

cyberbullying (e.g., Alipan et al., 2018; Chadha et al., 2020).  

While scholarship has found that the chilling effect of cyberbullying extends 

into the physical classroom causing students to behave inauthentically to seem more 

desirable to their peers (Marder et al., 2016), these works have not addressed how the 

chilling effect of cyberbullying might extend into peer interactions in the online 
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classroom. Without an adequate understanding of the role of prior victimization on 

behavior in online discussions, instructors may be perpetuating an inequitable 

learning environment in which women who have previously been victimized must 

choose between their instructor’s expectations for class participation and their own 

desire to enact defensive behaviors to avoid future cyberbullying. My mixed methods 

dissertation addresses this problem by analyzing how prior experience with 

cyberbullying affects women’s engagement with peers in online academic 

discussions. Understanding the relationship between women’s cyberbullying coping 

strategies and their social presence in online discussion is an imperative first step for 

evaluating and designing online courses that upholds the expectations of social 

constructivism. 

Theoretical Framing 

My dissertation is framed by the theories of social constructivism (Vygotsky, 

1978) and emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000). First, the focal point of this study is the 

importance of peer interactions and discussions for learning and group cognition (e.g., 

Stahl, 2005). When learners cannot engage in meaningful discussion, for whatever 

reason, they miss the opportunity to share their ideas and get feedback, hear the ideas 

of others, and revise their ideas to co-construct new knowledge. In an online course, 

these interactions are designed to happen during formal discussion board 

conversations (Bernard & Rubalcava, 2000; Kim et al., 2011). However, as I explore 

in this study, students’ cyberbullying coping strategies hinders the extent to which all 

students fully participate in the discussion board conversations.  
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Second, I framed this study with the theory of emerging adulthood; a recent 

psychological theory of how 18-25 year olds in developed countries experience a 

transitional stage in their identity development from dependent adolescents to 

autonomous adults (Arnett, 2000). During this stage, emerging adults are neither 

dependent on nor independent from their parents as they are exploring new identities 

and possible selves. For traditionally aged undergraduate students, this life stage 

frames their college experience. An aspect of emerging adulthood that drives this 

study are the choices students make as they cope with cyberbullying. Relevant to this 

study are how emerging adults distance themselves from concepts associated with 

adolescence, potentially terms like cyberbullying, and avoid seeking help out of 

concern for looking childish (Arnett, 2000). 

Relevant Literatures 

This dissertation studies the intersection of two bodies of literature that have 

not previously been integrated. First, is the psychology and higher education research 

on cyberbullying among college students and their coping strategies. Second, is the 

Community of Inquiry model for online learning and the concept of social presence. 

In this section I review these two literatures and clarify how this work bridges these 

bodies by briefly reviewing the construction of gender in online discussions.  

Cyberbullying 

While not well addressed in the online learning literature, researchers of cyber 

harassment (e.g., Chadha et al., 2020; Duggan, 2017; Golbeck, 2018; Vitak et al., 

2017) and cyberbullying (e.g., Patchin & Hinduja, 2015) have studied how people 

avoid engaging in online discussions when they worry they will experience negative 
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online interactions from their peers (e.g., Alipan et al., 2018; Chadha et al., 2020). In 

his 2010 meta-analysis, Tokunaga synthesized the existing definitions of 

cyberbullying into: “Cyberbullying is any behavior performed through electronic or 

digital media by individuals or groups that repeatedly communicates hostile or 

aggressive messages intended to inflict harm or discomfort on others” (pg. 278). 

Cyberbullying has four elements: repetition, intent, harm, and the imbalance of power 

(Patchin & Hinduja, 2015). Cyberbullying victimization has been found to be 

associated with mental health issues among college students (Holt et al., 2014) 

including depression (Selkie et al., 2015). Research on teenage victims has found that 

cyberbullying can lead to psychosocial problems such as social anxiety, lower self-

esteem, the development of emotional distress, detachment, and truancy (Juvonen & 

Gross, 2008; Tokunaga, 2010), as well as no longer seeing school as being a safe 

environment (Varjas et al., 2009).  

Cyberbullying is based on an imbalance of real or perceived power (e.g., age, 

popularity, gender, race, socioeconomic status; Patchin & Hinduja, 2015). The social 

dominance theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001) is an effective framework to understand 

how those who have more power because of their social group membership tend to 

victimize others with less power. Being from a marginalized group puts children at 

risk of cyberbullying, particularly among girls (Stoll & Block, 2015). In their meta-

analysis, Kowalski et al. (2014) found that teen girls are more likely than boys to be 

the victims of cyberbullying. Some theorize that, in the American education context, 

this is related to issues of gender power, misogyny, unwanted sexual advances, 

revenge porn, and the instances of intimate partner violence in casual romantic 
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relationships, all of which are more likely to target women and girls (Citron, 2014; 

Jane, 2014; Lindsay et al., 2016; O’Connor et al., 2014; Selkie et al., 2015; Vitak et 

al., 2017). 

Relevant to my dissertation is the impact of cyberbullying as explained by 

Patchin and Hinduja (2015): “...[Bullying] creates an almost constant concern within 

the target that additional attacks are imminent.” which causes the target to 

“continuously” worry about how and when the bully will next interact with them (pg. 

70; Randa & Wilcox, 2012). Cyberbullying victims may change their “daily patterns 

to avoid personal contact with the bully because it is assumed that something bad will 

happen if they interact” (pg. 70). Targets may also withdraw from online social 

situations to avoid contact. From their review of research on cyberbullying coping 

strategies, Raskauskas and Huynh (2015) found that many teens chose to delete or 

change their social media profiles to avoid future bullying.  

The scope of cyberbullying is significant among today’s teens. Approximately 

20–40% of middle and high school students report that they have been the victim of 

cyberbullying (Tokunaga, 2010). A number that jumps to up 72% of 12–17 year olds 

when broadening the reported contact to merely encountering cyberbullying (Juvoven 

& Gross, 2008). The issues of cyberbullying are a nearly ubiquitous experience 

among today’s teens - either as the victim or a bystander - causing a generation to 

enter college with pre-existing worries and altered behavior patterns to avoid negative 

online interactions.  

Instances of cyberbullying do not stop in high school, however, and 

victimization is increasingly common among undergraduate students (Cowie & 
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Myers, 2015; Francisco et al., 2015). Like teenage victims, victimized college 

students experience mental health, social, and academic consequences of 

cyberbullying (e.g., Washington, 2015). Unfortunately, research on cyberbullying in 

higher education is still nascent and there is a lack of consensus on how to measure 

victimization (e.g., Lai & Kao, 2018) and how to support victims (Penney, 2017). In 

particular, survey research on the scope of cyberbullying victimization among college 

students has provided varied results because of differences in measurement and 

context that limit our understanding of the pervasiveness of this issue. For example, 

MacDonald and Roberts-Pittman (2010), found that 22% of college students at a 

Midwestern mid-sized university had been cyberbullied, while Doane et al. (2013) 

found that 96.1% of Mid-Atlantic undergraduates had experienced cyberbullying 

victimization, and, finally, O’Connor et al. (2018) found that only 3% of Midwestern 

university students had been previously victimized. Differing operationalizations of 

cyberbullying and survey designs have led to an inconclusive understanding of the 

scope of this issue. Despite this gap in the literature, researchers agree that 

cyberbullying is a problem among college students and has implications for 

university instructors and administrators particularly as online learning becomes more 

common (e.g., Alipan et al., 2018; Cowie & Myers, 2015; Holt et al., 2014; Myers & 

Cowie, 2016, 2019; O’Connor et al., 2018; Washington, 2015).  

While much of the research assumes cyber harassment and bullying take place 

on social media and via direct text communications, online harassment can take place 

as a result of online learning. For example, Vance (2010) found that 12% of graduate 

and undergraduate students reported that they have experienced online harassment 
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during or as a result of taking an online course. The most noted form of online 

harassment reported from an online course was flaming (i.e., posting inflammatory, 

aggressive messages directed at another student) during an interactive activity. 

Flaming, while not life-threatening, poses a tremendous risk to the foundation of an 

equitable online learning environment for women students. Flaming is a public 

display of aggression that targets women more often than men, and often goes 

unreported, thus potentially normalizing it as a way to respond to the opinions and 

comments of women and further silencing women in online discussions (Jane, 2014, 

2015).  

Cyberbullying is prevalent among students’ experiences in high school, 

among their college social networks, and even as a result of taking an online course. 

Researchers and anti-bullying advocates are calling for college administrators and 

faculty to develop policies and training to better prevent, recognize, and respond to 

cyberbully instances (Doane et al., 2019; Myers & Cowie, 2016; O’Connor et al., 

2018; Washington, 2015). Herein lies the gap in the literature - we do not know how 

students’ experiences with cyberbullying impact how they feel about or behave in an 

online course. There is reason to believe, however, that past experiences cause 

avoidance of online social interactions - often referred to as the ‘chilling effect’ 

(Duggan, 2017; Marder et al., 2016).   

Cyberbullying Coping Strategies 

College students who experience cyberbullying victimization tend to cope by 

adopting strategies that address their emotional and safety needs. Alipan et al., (2018) 

found that college students’ coping strategies fall into three categories: problem-
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focused coping, emotion-focused coping, and technology solutions such as blocking 

the bully or avoiding going online. While all three are explored in Article 2, 

technological coping strategies are particularly relevant to this dissertation. Alipan et 

al., (2018) found that victims often use technology solutions to cope with 

cyberbullying because the actions (e.g., unfriending people, changing privacy 

settings, deleting their social media accounts) are immediate and provide distance 

between the victim and the bully. These solutions, however, are insufficient in 

dealing with the emotional effects of bullying and, because the students are now 

further distancing themselves from their friends and a potentially supportive online 

community, can cause the student to suffer in silence. These solutions are also not 

sustainable as today’s students cannot avoid online interactions completely, especially 

with the increase of collaborative discussions in online courses.  

The Chilling Effect of Cyberbullying 

The ‘chilling effect’ theory is based on the literature of government 

surveillance (e.g., Dolich, 1993), which found that when a user, or someone in their 

network, is targeted with threats regarding their demonstration of free speech, it raises 

anxiety that they will also be targeted and thus feel pressure to self-censor (Marder et 

al., 2016). The term has evolved to refer to the altering or “normalizing of behavior 

when under surveillance in line with the perceived standards, expectations and values 

of the perceived surveyor” (Manokha, 2018). In the case of cyberbullying, the 

“perceived surveyors” are peers with more social power. Fear of social disapproval 

from more powerful peers motivates users to change their behavior regardless of 

whether or not there are actual repercussions (Marder, et al., 2016). 
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In the context of this dissertation, the chilling effect is a side effect of when 

people change their online engagement to cope from being the victim of 

cyberbullying (Duggan, 2017). The chilling effect of cyberbullying can extend 

beyond social media to other areas of peer interaction among emerging adults. 

Marder, et al., (2016) described the extended chilling effect as how peer engagement 

on social media is made salient offline, it can alter behavior in real life to better align 

with the online peer expectations. Marder, et al., (2016) adopted a mixed-methods 

study of emerging adults and found that participants altered their offline self-

presentations and behaviors when peer judgment on social media was made salient. 

“The novel finding that the chilling effect has extended highlights the potential 

dangers of online peer-to-peer surveillance for autonomy and freedom of 

expression...” (Marder, et al., 2016, pg. 582). However, we do not yet know how long 

the chilling effect impacts students’ engagement in online and offline spaces, 

however early work by Adams and Lawrence (2011) and Holt et al. (2014) found the 

adolescent victimization can result in psychosocial issues that continue into their 

college years. 

Community of Inquiry in Online Learning 

First published in The Internet and Higher Education in 2000, the Community 

of Inquiry framework by Garrison, Anderson, and Archer is the leading model for 

researching online course community and peer engagement. The framework, known 

to be the most advanced online learning model (Arbaugh, 2007; Garrison et al., 

2004), is “consistent with constructivist approaches to learning in higher education” 

(Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007, p. 158) and has been confirmed and validated by further 
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analyses (Gunawardena, 1995, p. 151). The framework consists of three elements that 

interact within the online Learning Management System: social presence, cognitive 

presence, and teaching presence.  

Social Presence in Online Learning  

Of particular interest to this dissertation is the construct of social presence - 

the degree to which a person is perceived as a “real person” in mediated 

communication” (Johnson, 2011; Sung & Mayer, 2012). Because peer 

communication in an online course is computer-mediated, there is a physical distance 

between the learners that creates both physical and psychological barriers to 

interactivity which can be frustrating to students and limit their identity-sharing and 

communication (Richardson et al., 2017). To close this distance, instructors are 

encouraged to foster ‘real’ interactions between learners so that they will grow to 

trust each other (e.g., Garrison et al., 2004; Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997).  

A sense of social presence has been found to be foundational to participation 

in collaborative learning activities (e.g., Gunawardena, 1995) and feeling a sense of 

community (Garrison et al., 2010). Social presence predicts a student’s cognitive 

presence (i.e., the student’s learning and inquiry process) and moderates the impact of 

teaching presence (i.e., the instructor’s practice and curriculum; Garrison et al., 

2010). In their meta-analysis of a decade of research on social presence, Richardson 

et al., (2017) found that social presence has a strong positive correlation with student 

perceived learning and satisfaction with the online course. For these reasons, social 

presence has been used to gauge the extent to which an online course meets the 

expectations of social constructivism (i.e., students have the foundational social 
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presence to engage in collaboration and develop a sense of community) and overall 

course quality (Rovai & Wighting, 2005). As social presence grew in prevalence, the 

field began exploring the factors that foster or hinder the development of social 

presence (e.g., Chongwony, 2008). One key aspect being researched is the potential 

impact of marginalization on students’ comfort being ‘real’ with their peers and 

authentically enacting social presence in discussions (e.g., Phirangee & Malec, 2017).  

         Just as in face-to-face discussion, women often experience subtle 

discrimination in online discussions with their peers (e.g., Eudey, 2012; Herman & 

Kirkup, 2018). Prior research has found that students who are culturally different 

from their peers feel like they are being alienated, ignored, rejected, “othered,” 

(Phirangee & Malec, 2017) and devalued by their peers during online interactions, 

and thus, report having a weaker sense of community (Herman & Kirkup, 2017). This 

relationship between being “othered” in peer interactions and inequitable online 

experiences is also true for women. Women in online discussions experience being 

silenced by aggressive male communication patterns as well as performing self-

silencing to avoid aggressive responses (e.g., Guiller & Durndell, 2006; Jeong & 

Davidson-Shivers, 2006). These experiences of marginalization may inhibit women 

from feeling a sense of trust and community with their peers and may play a role in 

their decision to alter their online behaviors to avoid future targeted aggression 

(Guiller & Durdell, 2006; Phirangee & Malec, 2017).  

The Construction of Gender in Online Discussions 

Since its inception as correspondence education provided through mailed 

materials, distance education has provided women with increased access to higher 
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education programs (Lagesen, 2008). In the 1990’s, as universities began to offer for-

credit college course (and later entire degree programs) entirely online, some 

researchers, (e.g., Wojahn, 1994), posed that online distance education could be a 

new “cyberfeminist utopia” (Chick & Hassel, 2009) in which women could overcome 

traditional gender power issues of face-to-face classrooms because they were no 

longer required to embody or enact their gender in the physical classroom with male 

teachers or peers (Eudey, 2012, p. 242). 

The internet was perceived to be a “new frontier” where women could 

experience “liberation” that they otherwise could not in a face-to-face learning 

environment (Wojahn, 1994). It was believed that computer-mediated classroom 

communication would lessen the gender-related inequalities found in face-to-face 

communication because gender would be less salient when the users were not 

physically co-present (Hayes & Flannery, 2000). Unfortunately, many researchers 

believe that this has not been the case (e.g., Chick & Hassel, 2009; Eudey, 2012; 

Herman & Kirkup, 2018; Jane, 2014; Rovai & Baker, 2005). 

When synthesizing the literature on higher education classroom dynamics, 

(Herring, 1996) states that, when “women attempt to join discussions, they can find 

themselves quickly cut off or ignored by male students - and even faculty” (pg. 85). 

Common patterns of male dominance in higher education contribute to women 

students’ feelings of silence and voicelessness (i.e., feeling a lack of voice, power, 

and identity in the classroom). Eudey states that sexism is “replicated or enhanced 

online” (2009, pg. 242). As early as 1993, it was found that computer-mediated 

communication ‘‘continues pre-existing patterns of hierarchy and male dominance in 
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academia’’ (von Prümmer, 2004), and thus the online classroom is as gendered as any 

other classroom (Jeong & Davidson-Shivers, 2006). 

Online, these instances of gender power and performance are commonly 

found in learner-learner discussions and debates. For example, Guiller and Durndell 

(2006) analyzed nearly 700 online discussion board posts among 197 undergraduate 

students, the majority of who were women. They found that while women were more 

likely to express agreement and make attenuated statements, men were more likely to 

disagree and make authoritative statements during a discussion. In an online graduate 

course that regularly engaged students in debate, Jeong and Davidson-Shivers (2006) 

found that women posted fewer rebuttals than men because, they suggest, women 

were less interested in continuing arguments. As Pollock et al., (2005) summarize, 

many feminist instructors “argue that the pattern of male control and female 

marginalization in face-to-face interactions is transferred, more or less unchanged, 

into online discourse” (pg. 3).  

Although it has not been previously explored in the published literature, it is 

reasonable to believe that prior experiences with cyberbullying may influence how 

women learners engage in an online discussion and the degree to which they feel safe 

being ‘real’ with their peers. The documented chilling effects of cyberbullying may 

extend to the online classroom, thus inhibiting students from freely expressing their 

ideas and feeling safe enough to be ‘real’ and enact social presence.  

Research Questions & Article Overview 

The purpose of this dissertation study is to investigate how undergraduate 

women’s past experiences with cyberbullying relates to their social presence in an 
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online course that uses peer discussions. My overarching research question is: How 

do prior cyberbullying experiences relate to women’s social presence in online 

course discussions, if at all? In the following chapter, I describe the context of 

participants in my sample and the literature that informed my sampling choices. Then, 

I present my findings in a set of three articles, each of which builds on the findings of 

the previous, and culminates in an integrative chapter in which I draw conclusions 

about the role of cyberbullying victimization experiences in women’s engagement in 

online academic space.  

In article 1, I report the psychometric validation of a common adolescent 

cyberbullying victimization scale for a college student sample. This paper addresses 

the question: To what extent is the most common adolescence cyberbullying 

victimization scale valid and reliable for a college student sample? This paper 

establishes the validity of the instrument used throughout my studies. I have this 

paper under review at the Journal of College Student Development as a Research in 

Brief, and on February 11, 2020 the editor requested minor revisions which I 

submitted on March 11, 2020. Research in Briefs has a limit of 10 pages including 

tables and references.  

In article 2, I present the scope of prior cyberbullying victimization among the 

undergraduate respondents of my pre-test survey. This paper addresses the questions, 

To what extent do college students experience cyberbullying victimization? In what 

ways do these victims cope? This paper is novel in its scope, instrumentation, and 

analysis. Few papers have used a validated measure of victimization with a diverse 

student sample to measure both victimization and coping behaviors. The findings 
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confirm and extend Alipan et al.,’s (2018) qualitative work on how college students 

cope with cyberbullying. My discussion poses the connection between coping 

strategies and self-censoring in online courses. The target journal for this paper is 

International Journal of Bullying Prevention which has a 35 page limit. 

In article 3, I sample a group of women enrolled in an online course to look 

for trends in their cyberbullying experiences and how they enact their social presence 

on the online discussion board. I present my findings as a comparison between 

women who were previously victimized and those who were never victimized. I 

conclude by discussing differences between two women with differing cyberbullying 

experiences. This study answers the comparative question, What are the differences, 

if any, in social presence in online academic discussions between women who were 

previously cyberbullied and those who were not? Findings detail how previously 

cyberbullied women enacted significantly lower social presence than their non-

bullied peers. In particular, women who were cyberbullied self-censored by avoiding 

disagreement with peers out of fear of starting “drama.” The target journal for this 

paper is Internet & Higher Education which has a word limit of 4500-8000 excluding 

figures/tables and references. 

I conclude my dissertation with a chapter integrating my article findings to 

draw conclusions about the role of cyberbullying victimization experiences in 

women’s social presence and engagement in online academic spaces. Specifically, I 

answer my overarching mixed methods question and pose recommendations for 

higher education policy, student affairs practice, and online teaching. I conclude by 

summarizing how I will continue this line of inquiry.  
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Chapter 2: Context and Methodological Approach 

 

In this chapter, I describe the context of the courses and participants in my 

sample, and the literature that informed my sampling choices. I also clarify my 

positionality as a qualitative researcher and my motivation for doing this work. While 

only a fraction of the data collected in this mixed methods study is presented in this 

article-set dissertation, explaining the methodological choices of the entire study is 

still warranted. 

Mixed Methods Rationale 

I adopted a two-phase explanatory sequential mixed methods design 

consisting of a quantitative phase followed by a qualitative phase (see figure 1: 

Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). A sequential design allows for the 

quantitative results to guide purposeful sampling for the qualitative phase (Tashakkori 

& Teddlie, 1998) and individualize the interview questions based on students’ post-

test social presence-related responses.  

 My professional experiences conducting survey assessments among college 

students, led me to adopt a mixed methods study design that incorporates both self-

reported and observed measures. Undergraduate student surveys are susceptible to 

social desirability bias, in which students inflate the extent to which they positively 

engage with their peers and feel well supported by their courses (e.g., Miller, 2011). 

The rationale being that students inflate the degree to which they enjoy their learning 

as a means to avoid experiencing  dissonance about why they pay for and remain in 

the degree program (Miller, 2011). In the case of this study, I was aware that students 
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may inflate their social presence and thus I adopted both observed and self-reported 

measures. While the self-reported social presence data is not reported in this 

dissertation, it did inform the questions I asked in my interviews.  

Additionally, I was concerned that social desirability could bias students’ self-

reported self-censoring (i.e., selecting that they “Chose not to post something online” 

after experiencing cyberbullying in some way). Considering Lai and Kao’s (2018) 

finding that students of minoritized racial groups underreport issues related to 

bullying and exhibiting “weakness” in social relationships, I did not believe self-

reported methods alone could capture the scope or impact of self-censoring as a 

negative outcome of cyberbullying. To overcome these issues and add validity to my 

findings, my mixed methods design integrates and triangulates self-reported and 

observed data. 

 

Figure 1: Explanatory Sequential Design Diagram   

Data Collection 

Sampling 

Study participants were undergraduate students enrolled at a large research 

university in the Mid-Atlantic in a required general education writing course. These 

courses were purposefully sampled for four reasons: the scale of the students 

enrolled, the uniformity across course sections, their pedagogically driven design, and 
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the diversity of the enrolled students. First, because I wanted a large sample to 

understand the scope of cyberbullying among undergraduates, I sought a course with 

a large enrollment. Some of the largest courses at the University are undergraduate 

general education courses required for all majors. The University offers these courses 

both in-person and online to accommodate the 3520 students that enrolled. Each of 

the in-person and online sections offered in the Spring 2019 semester are designed by 

a central instructional team and taught by instructors trained and supervised by the 

instructional team. Which addresses my second reason for sampling these courses: 

uniformity. The courses, particularly the online sections, were conducting similar, if 

not the same, assignments and discussions at the same time throughout the semester. 

Thus, regardless of section or modality, students were experiencing the same 

opportunities for peer engagement.  The scale and uniformity of these courses 

provided me with the sample size to answer my quantitative questions and hindered 

some of the class-level effects on students’ social presence.  

 Third, these courses were well regarded across the institution, especially 

among the University’s Teaching and Learning Center staff. When I met with the 

instructional team, I learned that the online sections were intentionally designed with 

the Community of Inquiry framework and social presence in mind. The discussion 

assignments and the instruction were designed to foster students’ social presence. The 

instructors of these online courses were professional-track faculty hired to teach these 

online classes only, and were trained and supervised by the same instructor. The 

pedagogically driven design of the online courses helps to mitigate my concerns that 

some courses would provide a better social environment than others, or that the 
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courses, overall, would poorly foster social presence. By sampling exemplar courses 

designed intentionally to foster social presence, my findings have a solid foundation 

upon which to contribute to the best practices in the field.  

 Fourth, I wanted diversity in my student sample across all demographic 

variables and majors. The social presence literature is predominately based on 

samples of white cis-gender students in business and education majors. To address 

the lack of diversity in the literature, I gathered this data to explore Black, Latinx, 

Multiracial, and LGBTQA students’ experiences in online courses – work I will 

publish in future manuscripts outside of this article-set dissertation.  

I also picked this sample as a means of mitigating any bias caused by pre-

existing student communities and social presence. Because the course was required 

for all majors and there were so many sections for students to choose from, unless 

students made an intentional effort to sign up for the same section as their friends, 

there is a high likelihood that they do not know the other people in their course. 

Additionally, since the online sections do not incorporate any group projects or big 

tests that might invoke a group study session, there were no compelling reasons for 

why a small group of students might build a tight bond.  

Survey Data Collection 

The data presented in these three articles were collected in the 2019 spring 

semester. In partnership with the course instructors, I recruited students to participate 

in my study and gained access to the online discussion transcripts of consenting 

participants. At the beginning of the semester, I surveyed all students in both the in-

person and online sections about their cyberbullying experiences. For the online 
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section students, the pre-test survey also solicited their consent to be observed during 

the online course discussions. Then, at the end of the semester, I surveyed just the 

online students about their social presence and online course experience. For both 

survey deployments, I incentivized students to participate with a raffle of two awards 

of $25 cash.  

In the three articles in this dissertation, I present data on students’ 

cyberbullying attitudes and experiences, and demographic identities collected on the 

pre-test. I adopted items from the Pew Research Center’s most recent surveys on 

trends in cyber harassment (Duggan, 2017). While these questions have not been 

validated in the scholarly literature, by adopting popular Pew Research questions my 

results are situated in the current conversation about cyberbullying. I also adopted 

Patchin and Hinduja’s (2015) cyberbullying victimization scale. As detailed in 

articles 1 and 2 in this dissertation, this scale is overwhelmingly used in the 

cyberbullying literature and has been found to be a valid and reliable measure of 

victimization. While other surveys have been used among college student samples, 

the suffer from either a lack of validation (e.g., O’Connor et al., 2018) or are 20+ 

items and thus are too long to be usable in a voluntary research study (e.g., Doane et 

al., 2013) To be transparent, while Patchin and Hinduja used a 0 – 5 scale in their 

analysis, I used a 1 – 6 scale. However, this change had no impact on my data 

collection because students were presented with value terms (e.g., Never, Once), and 

not numerical values.  

On the post-test survey, I adopted the 9-item social presence scale originally 

developed and validated as part of Arbaugh et al.’s (2008) larger project to develop 
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the Community of Inquiry scales. This scale has been used widely throughout the 

field and is established as a valid and reliable instrument (e.g., Shea & Bidjerano, 

2009). Post-test data, however, is not presented in the three articles in this 

dissertation. 

Observation Data Collection 

Among the women in online course sections who completed the pre-test and 

consented to be observed (n = 10), I observed transcripts of their discussion board 

posts and comments at three points throughout the semester. In partnership with the 

courses’ instructional team, I selected three weeks of discussion board conversations 

to observe. These three weeks took place throughout the semester, but all fell after the 

add/drop period. Meaning that, ideally, the students in the course would be consistent 

across all of my observations. The three weeks I observed included prompts that  

encouraged students to share personal details about their careers, give each other 

feedback on how they shared their goals, find and present an external resource, and 

provide feedback on how to improve a peer’s external resource presentation. Students 

were required to make one post and one comment during each observation period. 

Interview Data Collection 

These 10 women were also invited to be interviewed at the end of the 

semester. Only two women participated in an interview, each lasting 60 minutes. 

Participants were paid $10 for their time. The interview questions were informed by 

the Arbaugh et al., (2008) scale included on the post-test. I retrieved women’s 

responses to the post-test before the interview and asked them to explain and expand 

upon their survey responses. 
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Integration 

Data was blinded and analyzed separately. After completing the analyses 

represented in the three subsequent articles, I integrated all my data into mixed 

methods profiles for each of the 10 sampled women. One woman was removed from 

the final analysis after I determined that she seemed to withdraw from the course after 

my first observation (i.e., approximately a third into the semester). I removed her case 

because there was an insufficient number of observations to fully study her social 

presence. As presented in the third article, I drew integrated conclusions about how 

women’s behaviors and thoughts on online discussions informed their survey 

responses about social presence and cyberbullying.  

Limitations 

The findings presented in the subsequent articles are susceptible to bias and 

limited generalizability which I attempted to mitigate in the following ways.  

Awareness of Cyberbullying 

There is a possibility that students may be unfamiliar with the term 

cyberbullying. I mitigated this issue in two ways. The first question posed on the pre-

test survey regarding cyberbullying was the Pew Center item, “Thinking of some 

experiences that might happen to people when they use the internet, how much of a 

problem, if at all, is cyber harassment or cyberbullying?” As presented in the second 

article in this dissertation, the majority of students responded that cyberbullying is 

either a major or minor problem – suggesting their awareness of the issue.  
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Immediately following that awareness item, students were presented with 

Patchin and Hinduja’s (2015) definition of cyberbullying which they had designed to 

present to middle and high schoolers before completing their survey. The definition 

reads, “Cyberbullying is when someone intentionally and repeatedly harasses, 

mistreats, or makes fun of another person online or while using cell phones or other 

electronic devices” (pg. 73).  

Risk of Selection & Non-Response Bias 

It is possible that students who were most traumatized by cyberbullying would 

either refuse to participate in the pre-test survey or they would be over-represented. 

To overcome this bias, my partner instructors and I advertised this survey as a way to 

gather student perspectives on the required course which they were enrolled – 

specifically on how the University designs and teaches online courses. The 

cyberbullying items were situated in the middle of the survey after the students had 

answered questions about their course and instructor. This situation hopefully 

attracted students who otherwise would have declined the survey.  

Additionally, as presented in my second article, I tested for non-response bias 

using a robust nonparametric correlational method (Byrne, 2017) to test for a 

relationship between the extent to which respondents identified as a victim and the 

date which they started and ended the survey. This test is meant to determine if a 

person’s victimization experiences related to taking the survey early or late in the data 

collection period. The rationale posed by Byrne (2017) is that people with higher 

reported victimization may be likely to wait to respond. While there is likely still 
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some non-response bias, these findings suggest the positive impact of the survey 

collection communication and design. 

Risk of Observation Effects 

There is a chance that students’ awareness of being observed caused 

observation effects, also known as the Hawthorne Effect (Adair, 1984). I attempted to 

mitigate this issue by embedding the observation consent in the pre-test administered 

in January and February of 2019. I was not visible to students during the discussion 

observations because the instructors were merely sharing transcripts with me after the 

discussion week had ended. I anticipated that the distance between their consent and 

the data collection would have caused them to forget about the observational element. 

Additionally, all observations were complete before they were encouraged to take the 

post-test survey or complete an interview. An oversight, however, is that I did not ask 

the women I interviewed if they were aware that they were being observed. The 

observations were not addressed at all during the interviews as a way to blind my 

analyses.  

Positionality 

In qualitative research, in which the researcher is the “human research 

instrument,” researchers must be transparent about their positionality so that readers 

may understand how biases and experiences may shape their work (Cohen & 

Crabtree, 2006). As the primary researcher, I am a 31-year old white, cis-gender 

woman working on a PhD in education. I am neurotypical, with a past record of 

academic and professional success without significant obstacles. I am a monolingual 
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English speaker, born and raised in the United States. I am a heterosexual woman 

who does not identify as a member of the LGBTQ+ community.  

I believe access to safe and equitable learning environments is a social justice 

issue. Understanding the factors that make online learning contexts more or less 

equitable, especially for those who are historically marginalized in our current 

educational system is at the heart of my work. I began my career as a student affairs 

practitioner focused on issues of equity and inclusion in civic and leadership 

development programs. Curious about how technology is changing the student 

experience, I began a PhD program in Technology, Learning and Leadership with a 

minor concentration in Higher Education at the University of Maryland. I situate 

myself as a researcher on technology equity in higher education for marginalized 

students, and a teacher of online pedagogies that consider the needs of diverse 

learners.  

Particularly related to this study, I am the child of an upper-middle class 

married couple who both work in academia and hold graduate degrees. I completed 

my undergraduate studies at a large, R1 public university much like the University 

where I conducted this study. At the time, we did not have online courses, but I did 

participate in blended and hybrid courses. I have only completed online courses as a 

graduate student. I have both loved and hated these online learning experiences. I use 

social media such as Twitter daily, but I have not experienced cyberbullying 

victimization. I have only witnessed others be bullied online. As a child, I witnessed 

and, regretfully, perpetuated website-based cyberbullying of girls on sites like 

GeoCities and LiveJournal. As an undergraduate, I witnessed a close friend be outed 
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on JuicyCampus.com, an anonymous gossip blog with subpages for specific 

universities. As a student affairs professional, I observed and supported students who 

were being cyberbullied, or “trolled,” on YikYak, an anonymous gossip app that 

geographically bounds posts so only people on campus can post in a thread. Since 

then, I have become an avid Twitter user and have observed countless academics, 

political leaders, and activists whom I admire be victimized by bullies, trolls, and 

even the President of the United States. These experiences have fueled my interest in 

this topic and shape my lens as a believer of the negative power of online harassment 

and cyberbullying.  

I identify as a feminist and an anti-racist. I adopt bell hooks’s definition, that 

“to be ‘feminist’ in any authentic sense of the term is to want for all people, female 

and male, liberation from sexist role patterns, domination, and oppression” (1981, pg. 

195). Anti-racism, to me, is the intentional process of analyzing the everyday power 

imbalances between intersection groups of racialized and non-racialized people. I 

adopt an anti-deficit approach (e.g., Harper, 2010) to studying marginalized groups of 

women. When studying learner populations that are not considered the norm, an anti-

deficit framework takes that perspective of amplifying learner strengths instead of 

deviations. My research, teaching, and professional goals are driven by my mission to 

provide an equitable college experience for students of marginalized identities. I have 

worked with and taught diverse populations of undergraduates for nearly a decade.  

As a result of these experiences, I entered into this dissertation process to 

address an emerging equity issues in higher education, how undergraduate women 

experience cyberbullying and online harassment, and if, like on social media and 
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online forums like Reddit (Chadha et al., 2020), they self-silence in academic online 

discussions. However, my experiences and passion for the topic have the potential to 

bias my research. To minimize that potential and stay open to other interpretations of 

how women experience cyberbullying and online learning, I adopted a blinded 

approach, more commonly used in the physical sciences (MacCoun & Perlmutter, 

2015). When I observed and interviewed the women in my initial sample, I blinded 

their pre-test survey responses in which they reported their cyberbullying 

experiences. By deidentifying which women were previously victimized, I was able 

to approach the interviews and observations with less bias about how their online 

experiences inform their current attitudes and behaviors. All women were asked the 

same interview questions based on Arbaugh et al.’s (2008) scale, and I coded my 

observations with a codebook that was reliability tested by Shea et al. (2010). These 

approaches (e.g., blinding my qualitative data collection and analyses; using 

published, reliable questions and codebooks) mitigated the extent to which my bias 

could inform the results. It was not until I integrated the data (e.g., when I made 

complete profiles for each woman) that I unblinded the data and identified each 

woman’s cyberbullying experiences, if at all. Then, after my first round of analysis 

identifying similarities and differences in social presence between groups of 

cyberbullied women, I presented my findings to my peers and select faculty. They 

provided feedback on gaps in my argument or process. These steps helped to 

minimize the impact of my bias.     
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Chapter 3: Validating a Cyberbullying Victimization Measure 

among Undergraduate Students 

 

Cyberbullying—the intentional, repeated online harassment of a person with 

less perceived social power (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015), is a pervasive issue facing 

today’s college students (Bauman & Baldasare, 2015; Francisco et al., 2015; Myers & 

Cowie, 2019). As a result of cyberbullying, victimized students can suffer social, 

psychological, and academic consequences (Hinduja & Patchin, 2015; Juvonen & 

Gross, 2008; Washington, 2015). While the K-12 research has focused on developing 

instruments for measuring victimization among adolescents (e.g., Patchin & Hinduja, 

2015), the higher education literature on how to measure cyberbullying victimization 

among college students is still contested terrain (e.g., Doane et al., 2013; DuMont, 

2016). Without a valid and usable instrument, student affairs researchers and 

practitioners are unprepared to capture the trends in and the extent to which their 

students are experiencing victimization. The purpose of this paper is to report the 

psychometric validation of a cyberbullying victimization scale for a college student 

sample and provide the student affairs literature with a valid and reliable instrument 

to inform evidence-based interventions and student support services. 

Literature 

Universities have a legal responsibility to take reasonable care to minimize the 

risk of injury to students, foster a harassment-free learning environment, and offer 

resources for victims (DuMont, 2016). Increasingly, courts are holding universities 

accountable for responding to issues of cyberbullying, however many colleges are 
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still unaware of the scope of the issue on their campus (Myers & Cowie, 2019). 

Considering that victimization is associated with psychosocial issues such as social 

anxiety, withdrawing from school, and suicide (Juvonen & Gross, 2008; Washington, 

2015), a valid measure of cyberbullying is key for student affairs and higher 

education assessment researchers interested in studying students’ health and safety. A 

valid, usable survey can also afford administrators with a tool to identify and respond 

to trends in cyberbullying on campus.  

 The field has not reached consensus, however, on how to best measure or 

operationalize victimization among college students (Jenaro et al., 2018; Kowalski et 

al., 2014). Lai and Kao (2018) found significant gender differences between studies 

that adopt single-item vs. multiple-item measures of victimization and encourage 

using measurements that ask students if they have experienced specific types of 

cyberbullying. Indeed, Kowalski et al.’s (2014) meta-analysis warned researchers 

against single-item measures of victimization as people can misinterpret how 

cyberbullying is operationalized. While, Doane et al. (2013) developed a multi-item 

cyberbullying victimization instrument for college students, at 21-items long, it may 

be too long to gather robust samples in a college setting in which students are already 

“survey fatigued” (Porter et al., 2004). Other researchers (e.g., Francisco et al., 2015) 

have pared down these lengthy multi-item surveys but are limited in that they only 

ask about the students’ most recent victimization, thus failing to capture prior and 

potentially more severe instances. To provide higher education researchers and 

practitioners with a more usable tool, I examined the K-12 literature for a brief, multi-

item instrument that could capture all prior victimization experiences.  
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The most commonly used multi-item measure of cyberbullying victimization 

among adolescents is a nine-item survey (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015) that measures the 

extent to which students have experienced eight forms of cyberbullying (see table 1). 

Grounded in the cyberbullying literature and iteratively developed over repeated 

deployments (Hinduja & Patchin, 2015), Patchin and Hinduja found that the items 

loaded onto one factor of cyberbullying victimization and were a reliable measure of 

the extent of victimization among adolescents (𝛼 > .89; 2015). While Doane et al., 

(2013) confirmed the convergent validity of an earlier version of the survey by 

correlating it with their 21-item survey of victimization among college students, the 

refined 2015 scale has not been previously validated for a college student sample. A 

brief, valid, multi-item measure of college students’ victimization experiences has 

potential to address the gap in the higher education literature and serve as an 

important tool for student affairs researchers interested in supporting cyberbullied 

students. This paper answers the question: To what extent is a widely used 

adolescence cyberbullying victimization scale valid and reliable for a college student 

sample? 

Methods 

In February 2019, I surveyed a sample of undergraduates enrolled at a large 

public research university in the Mid-Atlantic who were taking a required general 

education writing course for juniors and seniors. The online survey included Patchin 

and Hinduja’s (2015) definition of cyberbullying, their nine-item victimization scale 

with a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “never” to “many times,” and demographic 

questions. In partnership with the course instructors, the survey was emailed to 3520 
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undergraduates, resulting in 459 complete responses (144 men, 1 multi-gender 

person, 7 other gender people, 275 women; 87 Asian or Asian-Americans, 38 Black 

or African-Americans, 35 Latinx people, 44 Multiracial people, 2 Pacific Islanders, 

10 other racial people, 206 white people). Respondents represented majors from all 

colleges on campus. Of the respondents, 16 were First Year or Sophomore students, 

250 were Juniors, and 157 were Seniors. Students were incentivized with a $25 raffle. 

The University’s IRB approved the study. 

 An Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was conducted with the R statistical 

software (R Core Team, 2013) to identify the underlying latent structure of the data 

and the extent to which responses generated by the Patchin and Hinduja (2015) 

instrument reliably and validly measured cyberbullying victimization. I used an 

oblique rotation because I hypothesized that the factors were correlated (Loehlin, 

2004) and Ordinary Least Squares factoring because I did not assume a normal 

distribution in the population (Briggs & MacCallum, 2003).  

 To determine the number of factors to retain, I assessed the fit indices, parallel 

analysis and scree plot results, and factor loadings generated by R (Loehlin, 2004) 

using the “minres,” (minimum residual) factor method (Briggs & MacCallum, 2003). 

The scree plot was used to identify the point at which the eigenvalues, when graphed 

on a curve, plateau to a consistent slope, signifying the real number of factors 

(Loehlin, 2004). My item loadings cutoff was 0.30 (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). 

My decision criteria to determine the model fit included a Root Mean Square Error of 

Approximation (RMSEA) value below .05, a Root Mean Squared Residual (RMSR) 

closer to 0, and a Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) value above .95 (Raykov & Marcoulides, 
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2011). Finally, I assessed the factors’ internal reliability using Cronbach’s alpha, an 

index of internal consistency (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). I also calculated the H 

index, a measure of the construct factor replicability, seeking a value higher than .70 

to demonstrate each factor’s representation of the latent construct (Hammer, 2016; 

Hancock & Mueller, 2001)

 

Table 1: Exploratory Factor Analysis for a Three-Factor Solution 

 

Item 

 Mean 

Statements 

& Rumors 

H = .85 

Image 

Appropriation 

H = .78  

 Threats 

H = .70  

1. Victim1: I have been cyberbullied. 
.75   

2. Victim2: Someone posted mean or hurtful 

comments about me online. .89   

3. Victim3: Someone posted a mean or hurtful 

picture of me online. .30 .62  

4. Victim4: Someone posted a mean or hurtful 

video of me online.  .82  

5. Victim5: Someone created a mean or hurtful 

web page about me.  .43  

6. Victim6: Someone spread rumors about me 

online. .57   

7. Victim7: Someone threatened to hurt me 

through a cell phone text message.   .74 

8. Victim8: Someone threatened to hurt me online. 
  .72 

9. Victim9: Someone pretended to be me online 

and acted in a way that mean or hurtful.  .64  

Note. Only Loadings as Single-Loading Simple Structure are presented.  

H = Factor replicability scores 

 

Findings 

To determine the underlying structure and internal consistency of the nine 

items of the victimization scale, I present the factor extraction, interpretation, and 

reliability results.  

Factor Extraction 
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An EFA was appropriate since the Bartlett’s test of sphericity produced a 

statistically significant value (𝜒2(36) = 1730.49,𝜌 < .001). The parallel analysis 

and the scree plot of the eigenvalues supported a three-factor model. I tested the 

model fit for a three-factor solution and present the simple structure single-item 

loadings in table 1. Eight of the items loaded onto only one factor, however, Victim3 

cross-loaded onto both factors 1 and 2. Since the difference in the loadings was 

greater than .20, and the lower loading was at the cutoff threshold, I interpreted 

Victim3 with factor 2. All other item loadings surpassed the cutoff value, suggesting 

meaningful contribution to the factor interpretation. I retain the three-factor solution 

because the fit indices demonstrate acceptable model fit (RMSR = 0.10; RMSEA = 

0.03; TLI = 0.99). As presented in figure 2, factor 1 consists of three items, factor 2 

consists of four items, and factor 3 consists of two items. The three factors were 

positively correlated at or above .50. The cumulative variance explained by the three-

factor model was .58 (factor 1 explained 22%, factor 2 explained 21%, and factor 3 

explained 15%).  

 
Figure 2: Factor Loadings and Correlations for a Three-Factor Model  

 

 

Factor Interpretation 
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I interpreted the first factor to be victimization by Mean Statements & 

Rumors, which measured students’ identification as a victim of cyberbullying, 

especially, a bully making mean comments to or about them. The second factor, 

Image Appropriation, measured students’ identification as the victim of a bully 

sharing intentionally harmful online media of them (i.e., videos, photos, website). 

This includes a bully’s embarrassing or hurtful impersonation of the victim. The third 

factor, victimization by Threats, measured students’ identification as a victim of 

online threats. 

Reliability 

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were acceptable for all three factors: Mean 

Statements & Rumors (𝛼 = .84); Image Appropriation (𝛼 = .76); Threats (𝛼 = .74). 

The H-values for each factor were at or above .70 and were acceptable 

representations of the latent constructs (table 1). 

Discussion 

The findings provide evidence of the construct validity and reliability of Patchin and 

Hinduja’s (2015) scale for measuring cyberbullying victimization among a college 

student sample. Until now, the scale had only been validated for adolescents. As 

opposed to the original one-factor solution, the scale measured three latent factors 

among a college student sample with adequate internal consistency: Mean Statements 

& Rumors, Image Appropriation, and Threats.  

 While Francisco et al., (2015) posited that threats are simply a more severe 

form of bullying and intimidation, my EFA results suggest that college students 

perceive Threats to be different from the other “mean or hurtful” items. Patchin and 
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Hinduja found that, among adolescents, threats fit the same construct as all other 

forms of cyberbullying (2015), however, my findings show that college students 

interpret being threatened as a different and potentially more severe type of 

victimization. This difference that college students perceive between intimidation and 

threats deserves further research.  

 While the difference between the other two latent factors of cyberbullying 

victimization (Image Appropriation vs. Mean Statements & Rumors) is subtle, it may 

highlight the role of the social media platform in the perception of victimization. 

Victimization via mean videos—a   high loading item—may be more likely given the 

current popularity of media-sharing platforms. As these platforms grow in popularity, 

more research is needed to understand how these tools promote and perpetuate 

cyberbullying with video. On the other hand, the weakest loading item was a bully’s 

creation of “a mean or hurtful web page” about the victim, a finding that might relate 

to the decreased popularity of personal webpage-based social networks. As social 

media evolves, the format of cyberbullying may change, and our instruments will 

need to be updated.   

Finding that college students perceive a difference between Mean Statements 

& Rumors and Image Appropriation may confirm a two-form structure of 

cyberbullying posed by Willard (2007): direct cyberbullying is targeted bullying to 

the individual, while indirect cyberbullying is a form of hurtful online impersonation 

(Francisco et al., 2015). The identification of these two factors warrants a qualitative 

exploration of how college students define and differentiate these two forms of 

hurtful online behavior. Findings are limited in generalizability, however, because of 
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the single institution sampling and a small sample size. Replicating this study at an 

additional institution with a confirmatory factor analysis would strengthen our 

understanding of this phenomenon.  

Because the overarching item, “I have been cyberbullied,” loaded onto Mean 

Statements & Rumors, it is plausible that college students do not identify Threats or 

Image Appropriation as cyberbullying. Undergraduates may under-identify as 

cyberbullying victims because the term is associated with adolescence (e.g., Bauman 

& Baldasare, 2015). Future research should explore the term which college students 

prefer (e.g., online harassment) and conduct further construct validity tests via 

correlation studies with other victimization scales (e.g., Doane et al., 2013).  

University leaders who seek to address victimization on campus and build 

policies to support students at risk of harm can take the first step by incorporating the 

three factor scales into their campus climate or mental health surveys. Student affairs 

researchers and practitioners can feel confident in data collected by these scales and 

use their findings to build an argument for addressing this emerging student safety 

issue. In particular, this instrument has considerable potential utilization for campus 

safety educators and Title IX coordinators, for example, who seek to fully understand 

the scope of victimization at their institution both to educate the campus community 

and to set priorities for student safety programs. Practitioners, however, should be 

cognizant of the terminology they use and may better capture the student experience 

by asking about specific cyberbullying behaviors instead of simply cyberbullying 

victimization. Only by 
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understanding the problem, can universities recognize the needs of their 

students and provide supportive services and resources. 
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Chapter 4: Blocking and Self-Silencing: Undergraduate 

Students’ Cyberbullying Victimization and Coping Strategies 

The research on cyberbullying began with an emphasis on middle- and high-

school students and noted the significant impact of victimization on the psychological 

and learning experiences of adolescents (Kowalski et al., 2014; Tokunaga, 2010). 

However, studies are expanding into higher education as researchers realize online 

bullying and harassment does not stop at high school graduation (e.g., Francisco et 

al., 2015; Washington, 2015). Cyberbullying is prevalent on college campuses and 

can contribute to academic and social setbacks for adult victims (e.g., Cowie & 

Myers, 2015). Considering the severity of the psychosocial and academic 

consequences of cyberbullying victimization (e.g., stress, depression, social 

withdrawal, academic setbacks; Juvonen & Gross, 2008; Tokunaga, 2010; Varjas et 

al., 2009), higher education legal experts recommend that campus leaders better 

understand this phenomenon to develop policies and procedures that support victims 

(e.g., DuMont, 2016).  

 Unfortunately, while higher education leaders are grappling with how to 

respond to cyberbullying among students, their efforts are hindered by the lack of 

consensus on how to measure victimization (e.g., Lai & Kao, 2018; Jenaro et al., 

2014; Kowalski et al., 2014) or what support strategies to provide (e.g., Cowie & 

Myers, 2015). The purpose of this paper is to explore the cyberbullying experiences 

of a diverse sample of undergraduate students to answer the questions: To what extent 

do college students experience cyberbullying victimization? and What are the most 

common coping strategies undergraduate adopt in response to cyberbullying 
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victimization? Findings shed light on the scope of cyberbullying in college and have 

implications for higher education and student affairs professionals who aim to support 

victims in adopting healthy coping behaviors.  

Literature 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is framed by Chickering and Reisser’s theory of college student 

identity development (1993) and situated within emerging adult research (e.g., Alipan 

et al., 2018, 2019; Doane et al., 2013; Lindsay et al., 2016). Traditionally aged 

college students (i.e., between 18-25 year olds) engage in an identity development 

process in which they iteratively develop emotional maturity, a sense of identity, and 

healthy emotional interdependence (Arnett, 2000). During this process, students 

struggle with feeling anxiety and shame, crave peer acceptance, and have an unstable 

level of self-esteem. To be seen as adults, emerging adults often avoid situations in 

which they feel vulnerable and reject affiliations with adolescence (Arnett, 2000). 

This confluence of social anxiety and the desire to avoid looking weak can result in 

the development of unhealthy and antisocial coping strategies. This paper explores 

college students’ experiences with and responses to cyberbullying victimization in 

light of their developmental process.   

Cyberbullying in Higher Education 

While often overlooked in the cyberbullying literature, victimization by online 

bullies is increasingly common and problematic in higher education (Myers & Cowie, 

2019). Cyberbullying is intentional, repeated harassment online or via text, directed at 

a person with less perceived social power (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015). Cyberbullying 
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victimization can result in psychosocial issues such as social anxiety (Juvonen & 

Gross, 2008), withdrawing from school, depression, anxiety, paranoia and suicide 

(Adams & Lawrence, 2011; Holt et al., 2014). Victimization can hinder students’ 

equitable participation in academic life because they do not feel safe with their peers. 

For example, 14% of cyberbullied undergraduates sampled by Faucher et al., (2014) 

reported that they felt like dropping out of college as a result of being a victim.  

The negative mental health consequences of victimization were spotlighted in 

2010 when Rutgers undergraduate Tyler Clementi committed suicide after being 

cyberbullied by his roommate who cyberbullied him by streaming sexually-explicit 

videos to other students in their residence hall as a way to shame him for having 

same-sex relationships (Schenk et al., 2013). In doing so, Tyler’s roommate violated 

his privacy and safety, and appropriated control of Tyler’s image without his consent.   

This tragic example demonstrated an instance of repeated, intentionally hurtful 

cyberbullying targeting Tyler because of his sexual orientation and the socially 

constructed power imbalance between LGBTQ and heterosexual students.  

 A common misconception about cyberbullying is that victims can prevent or 

stop bullying by avoiding certain social media platforms (e.g., Alipan et al., 2018). 

For today’s undergraduates, however, social media and group texting apps (e.g., 

WhatsApp, GroupMe) are instrumental in social, academic, and professional 

networking. The importance of online communities as a modern public square and 

student union make engagement necessary for social and civic participation (e.g., 

Alipan et al., 2018; boyd, 2010). In response, college students – particularly college 

women - normalize online bullying as an inevitability of online life (Chadha et al., 
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2020). In response to the pervasive nature of cyberbullying, undergraduates 

reportedly adopt self-censoring and defensive coping strategies (Duggan, 2017), 

while maintaining a sense of vigilance about their online safety. These self-censoring 

strategies are particularly apparent among women (Chadha et al., 2020) who are 

increasingly are navigating online gender power issues, unwanted sexual advances, 

and revenge porn (Citron, 2014; Jane, 2014; Lindsay et al., 2016; O’Connor et al., 

2014; Selkie et al., 2015; Vitak et al., 2017). 

Coping with Victimization 

This paper builds on Alipan, Skues, and Theiler’s (2018) qualitative thematic 

analysis by examining the prevalence of their three-category model of how emerging 

adults cope with cyberbullying victimization. The authors posed that emerging adults 

differ from children and youth in how they cope with cyberbullying. After conducting 

six focus groups with 39 Australian undergraduate emerging adults, the authors found 

that coping strategies fall into three categories: Problem-focused, Emotion-focused, 

and Cyber-Specific Technological coping. Problem-focused coping is when students 

address the conflict by reaching out to the bully, using humor or laughing it off to 

deter the bully, or seeking social support from family, friends, or counselors. 

Emotion-focused coping occurs when students change their emotional response rather 

than address the situation, particularly through passive endurance of the bullying, 

reframing the situation as an issue with the bully not with the victim, or using drugs, 

alcohol, or self-harm to avoid the situation. Cyber-specific Technological coping is 

when students attempt to stop the cyberbullying with technical solutions such as 

blocking the bully on a social media site, changing their privacy settings, reporting 
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the bullying to the platform or site moderator, or avoiding going online and deleting 

their social media accounts. Students reported blocking bullies as being much easier 

and more common than more drastic measures such as deleting their accounts and 

avoiding online engagements.  

College students choose a coping strategy depending on the extent to which 

they feel a sense of control over their cyberbullying experience (Alipan et al., 2018). 

Problem-focused coping related to higher perceived external control, technological 

coping associated with some perception of control, and emotion-focused coping 

associated with the least amount of control (Alipan et al., 2018). Victims, however, 

may be reluctant to adopt a problem-based strategy such as reporting the incident to a 

teacher or authority figure because they are unaware that the university will support 

them, or their university does not have the policies and procedures on how to support 

them (e.g., Bauman & Baldasare, 2015; DuMont, 2016; O’Connor et al., 2018). 

Instead of using university support to cope, college students often turn to immediate 

technology strategies (e.g., blocking the bully), despite not knowing if or how it will 

impact the situation (Alipan et al., 2018).  

Measuring Victimization 

To design evidence-based support services for cyberbullied students, higher 

education professionals need an accurate and theory-informed understanding of 

victimization (Cowie & Myers, 2015; Jenaro et al., 2018). While research exists on 

the scope of cyberbullying among college students, methodological and terminology 

choices limit our understanding (e.g., Doane et al., 2013; Jenaro et al., 2018; 

Kowalski et al., 2014).  
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First, victimization is often measured via a single-item self-reported survey 

asking students if they self-identify as victims (Kowalski et al., 2014), however this 

method fails to consider the developmental stage of college students. Traditionally 

aged undergraduate students are emerging adults in a transitional life stage in their 

development from dependent adolescents to autonomous adults (Arnett, 2000). 

Emerging adulthood is typified by developing a sense-of-self and rejecting the 

identities associated with adolescence (Arnett, 2000). Because cyberbullying is 

associated with adolescence, there is reason to believe that emerging adults avoid 

identifying with the term and thus may under-report their victimization on single-item 

survey measures (e.g., MacDonald & Roberts-Pittman, 2010). Therefore, the existing 

research may not be accurately capturing the extent of cyberbullying victimization 

among college students. Based on the findings of the 2014 meta-analysis, Kowalski et 

al. warn researchers against single-item measures of cyberbullying victimization 

because people are less willing to identify themselves as a victim, or because they 

misunderstand what the researcher identifies as cyberbullying. To attend to emerging 

adults’ desire to distance themselves from the adolescent identity of a cyberbullying 

victim, researchers such as Kowalski et al. (2014) and Lai and Kao (2018) suggest 

that more accurate data could be collected by adopting multi-item surveys that 

operationalize victimization as an inventory of experiences, thereby alleviating the 

burden on students to understand what the term encompasses.   

Second, existing survey studies of the scope of victimization have suffered 

from methodological issues because the scales used are either not based in the 

cyberbullying literature, have not been psychometrically validated, or are too long to 
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be usable among already “survey fatigued” (Porter et al., 2004) students (Jenaro et al., 

2018). To fill this gap, this study adopts the 9-item measure of cyberbullying 

victimization originally designed and validated by Patchin and Hinduja (2015) and 

validated for an undergraduate student population by Byrne (2020). Originally 

developed from the cyberbullying literature and iterative deployments among middle- 

and high-school students (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015), this brief measure of 

victimization is a valid and reliable measure of the repeated frequency of three latent 

factors of victimization: Mean Statements & Rumors, Image Appropriation, and 

Threats. Unlike other multi-item scales this survey has been psychometrically 

validated (Byrne, 2020), comprehensively captures cyberbullying victimization both 

during and prior to college (unlike Francisco et al., 2015), and is purposefully brief to 

be more usable by practitioners (unlike Doane et al.’s (2013) 21-item scale). By using 

this validated, comprehensive, and usable survey, this study provides a clear report of 

the scope of cyberbullying victimization among undergraduates. 

In summary, the literature has left some unanswered questions such as the 

extent to which college students experience different types of online victimization, 

how they cope, and the extent to which they report their experiences to university 

faculty and staff. The purpose of this study was to gather an accurate measure of the 

extent to which college students are cyberbullied and how they cope.  

Methods 

Participants 

In Spring 2019, I surveyed undergraduates enrolled at a large research 

university in the Mid-Atlantic who were taking a general education writing course 
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required for all majors. In partnership with the instructors, the survey was emailed to 

3520 undergraduates resulting in 630 responses (17.90% response rate). After 

removing partial cases, 459 complete responses were analyzed: 144 (31.37%) men, 1 

(.22%) multi-gender, 7 (1.53%) other gender, 275 (59.91%) women; 0 American 

Indian and Indigenous students, 87 (18.95%) Asian or Asian-Americans, 38 (8.28%) 

Black or African Americans, 35 (7.63%) Latinx students, 44 (9.59%) Multiracial 

students, 2 (.44%) Pacific Islanders, 10 (2.18%) other racial groups, 206 (44.88%) 

white students. Most students (88.67%) were either juniors or seniors. Of these 

students, most (345, 75.16%) were heterosexual and cisgender, while 54 (11.76%) 

identified as LGBTQA, and 60 (13.07%) chose not to respond or chose “other.”  

Students represented all 14 of the university’s undergraduate colleges (24 

Agriculture and Natural Resources, 7 Architecture, 48 Arts and Humanities, 93 

Behavioral and Social Sciences, 49 Business, Computer, 74 Natural and 

Mathematical Sciences, 14 Education, 66 Engineering, 11 Information Studies, 4 

Journalism, 30 Public Health, 1 Public Policy, and 6 Undecided Major). Some 

students did not respond to all the demographic questions.   

Data Collection  

Survey responses presented in this paper are part of a larger study of 

cyberbullying as it relates to undergraduates’ experiences in online course 

discussions. In Spring 2019, all students enrolled in a required undergraduate course 

(offered both online and face-to-face) were contacted about a brief, voluntary online 

Qualtrics survey about online learning. Students were incentivized by a $25 raffle.  

Survey Instrument 
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The survey consisted of items on cyberbullying victimization experiences and 

student demographic identities. The study adopted Patchin and Hinduja’s (2015) 

nine-item cyberbullying victimization scale. After being presented with Patchin and 

Hinduja’s definition of cyberbullying (2015), students answered the items using the 

frequency Likert scale: never, once, a few times, several times, and many times. This 

scale has been validated for a college student population (Byrne, 2020) and measures 

the victim’s experience with cyberbullying as three latent factors: victimization by 

Mean Statements & Rumors (e.g., “Someone spread rumors about me online”), 

victimization by Image Appropriation (e.g., “Someone posted a mean or hurtful 

picture of me online”), and victimization by Threats (e.g., “Someone threatened to 

hurt me online”). If students reported that they had experienced some type of 

victimization, they were asked a series of Likert, check-all, and open answer 

questions developed by the Pew Research Center (Anderson, 2018; Duggan, 2017) 

regarding when they experienced cyberbullying and their coping strategies.  

Data Analysis 

Survey data was analyzed in SPSS 24. The internal reliability of the factors 

was determined using Cronbach’s Alpha (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011) and was 

found to be acceptable for all three factors: Mean Statements & Rumors (𝛼=.84), 

Image Appropriation (𝛼=.76), Threats (𝛼=.74). A Shapiro-Wilk normality test 

provided evidence of non-normality among the three factor scales. For this reason, I 

used robust nonparametric methods to determine differences between groups (Byrne, 

2017).  
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Non- Response Bias Testing 

Because only 17.90% of sampled students chose to respond to the survey, 

there is a chance of non-response bias (Byrne, 2017). A nonparametric Spearman 

correlation test between response time and victimization responses, however, 

produced no evidence of a relationship between the three latent factors of 

victimization and date of response (p > .05). This lack of relationship suggests that 

non-response bias associated with delayed survey completion (Byrne, 2017) was not 

apparent because early respondents did not meaningfully differ from late respondents 

based on victimization experiences. 

Modality Bias Testing 

To ensure that the sampling of which students chose to respond did not bias 

the results, I conducted a Mann-Whitney U-test (the nonparametric version of a t-test) 

to determine if students enrolled in online (N = 155) versus face-to-face (N = 304) 

sections of the course reported differing levels of victimization. I found that there was 

no difference in mean rank victimization between students by course modality (p > 

.05). This can be interpreted to suggest that a similar proportion of previously 

victimized students in the online sections and the face-to-face sections chose to 

participate in the survey. 

Findings 

In this section, I present the scope of cyberbullying experiences among 

undergraduate students and then summarize trends in students’ coping behaviors.  
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Perception 

As expected because of the pervasive use of cyberbullying in K-12 education 

(e.g., Nixon et al., 2019), most students reported that they thought cyberbullying was 

a “Major Problem” (252; 54.90%) or “Minor Problem” (149; 32.46%). Only 32 

students (6.97%) said it was “Not a Problem.” 

Victimization 

Overall, 58.39% of students (268) reported experiencing some form of 

cyberbullying victimization. Among these 268 students, 86 (32.90%) reported that 

their most recent experience happened within the last two years (the remaining 166 

students reported that the most recent incident was over 2 years ago). Considering 

that most respondents were undergraduate upperclassmen, this suggests that at least a 

third of victims (and 18.34% of all respondents) were cyberbullied while in college.  

 As presented in tables 2 and 3, students’ experiences with cyberbullying 

spanned all experiences. Mean Statements & Rumors was the highest average 

reported type of victimization experienced by 239 out of the 459 respondents 

(52.07%). Most commonly, students experienced a bully posting mean comments and 

rumors about the victim online. Threats was the second highest reported type of 

victimization, experienced by 120 students (26.14%). Threats posted online were 

more commonly reported and to a higher frequency than threats sent via text message. 

Image Appropriation was the lowest reported type of victimization, experienced by 

106 students (23.09%). As presented in table 2, “Someone posted a mean or hurtful 

picture of me online” was much more commonly experienced than to be cyberbullied 

via mean videos or mean webpages. For each of the latent factors of victimization the 
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response data was skewed because most students who did experience cyberbullying 

only did so Once or A Few Times. 

Among men, 56.25% reported being the victim of some type of cyberbullying, 

the most common being Mean Statements & Rumors (51.39%). Similarly, among 

women, 57.45% reported being the victim of some type of cyberbullying, with the 

most common form being Mean Statements & Rumors (50.18%). 

 

Table 2. Frequencies of Cyberbullying Victimization Items 

Factor Items Never Once A few 

times 

Several 

times 

Many 

times 

Mean 

Statements & 

Rumors 

I have been cyberbullied. 291 61 91 10 6 

Someone posted mean or hurtful 

comments about me online. 

278 76 85 15 5 

Someone spread rumors about 

me online. 

376 43 32 7 1 

Image 

Appropriatio

n 

Someone posted a mean or 

hurtful video of me online. 

427 17 13 1 1 

Someone created a mean or 

hurtful web page about me. 

437 15 5 2 0 

Someone posted a mean or 

hurtful picture of me online. 

309 71 63 11 5 

Someone pretended to be me 

online & acted in a way that 

mean or hurtful. 

368 47 36 5 3 

Threats Someone threatened to hurt me 

online. 

370 38 38 7 6 

Someone threatened to hurt me 

through a cell phone text 

message. 

416 28 8 2 5 

 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Victimization Factors 

 

M SD SE Min Max 

Confidence 

Interval 

Lower Upper 

Mean Statement Victimization 1.62 0.82 0.04 1.00 5.00 1.55 1.70 

Image Appropriation Victimization 1.15 0.40 0.02 1.00 4.25 1.12 1.19 

Threat Victimization 1.33 0.68 0.03 1.00 5.00 1.27 1.39 
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Among the 268 students who identified with at least one form of 

victimization, there are no statistically significant differences in perception of 

cyberbullying as a problem (i.e., Major problem, Minor problem, vs. not a problem) 

by students’ average experiences with the three factors of victimization (p > .05). 

Students’ beliefs about cyberbullying were unrelated to their cyberbullying 

victimization as measured by the three latent factors of victimization. 

Preferred Terminology 

Because there is reason to believe the college students avoid the term 

cyberbullying because of its association with adolescence, students who reported 

some form of victimization were asked whether they considered their experience to 

have been “cyberbullying” or “online harassment.” Of the 268 victims, 109 (40.67%) 

reported their experience as “online harassment,” only 48 (17.91%) referred to it as 

“cyberbullying,” and 99 (36.94%) said they did not consider their experience to align 

with either term, or they did not know. There are no statistically significant 

differences in students’ preferred terminology by their experiences with the three 

factors of victimization (p > .05).  

Coping Strategies 

The 268 students who identified with a type of victimization were asked to 

select all the ways they responded after their more recent victimization experience 

from a list of common responses generated by the Pew Research Center. Findings are 

presented by Alipan et al.’s (2018) three categories of coping strategy (see table 4). 

The most common responses to victimization were to unfriend the bully, adjust 

privacy settings, and withhold from posting online. 
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Problem-Focused Coping Strategies 

Typified by actions and attitudes that deter the bully, few students reported 

using problem-focused coping strategies. About 20% of victims said they confronted 

the bully directly, a tactic that Alipan et al., (2018) found students thought often 

“‘escalates the situation’” (pg. 5). Only 8.21% of students told their teacher or another 

school authority. Not captured in these items, are the number of students who told 

friends or parents. For example, one student reported that they “Told my dad.”   

  

Table 4. Frequencies (N, % of 268) of Victim’s Coping Responses 

 

Type Responses  N % of 268 

Problem-

Based 

Coping 

Confronted the Person Face to Face, via Text, or Phone 

Call 

54 20.15% 

Reported Bully or Situation to Employer, School, or 
Local Official 

22 8.21% 

Discussed the Problem Online in Order to Draw 

Support for Yourself 

21 7.84% 

Reported Bully or Situation to Law Enforcement 11 4.10% 

Emotion-

Focused 

Coping 

Stopped Attending Certain Offline Events or Places 20 7.46% 

Technical 

Coping 

Unfriended or Blocked the Person 148 55.22% 

Set up or Adjusted Privacy Settings 118 44.03% 

Chose Not to Post Something Online 91 33.96% 

Confronted the Person Online 70 26.12% 

Changed Any Information on Your Online Profiles 64 23.88% 

Reported Bully or Situation to Website or Online 

Service 

59 22.01% 

Stopped Using a Certain Online Service 54 20.15% 

Withdrew from an Online Forum 42 15.67% 

Changed My Username or Deleted Your Profile 38 14.18% 



 

52 

 

 

 

Emotion-Focused Coping Strategies 

The survey only measured one form of emotion-focused or avoidance tactic: 

avoidance of offline events. Nearly 8% of college student victims reported that they 

avoided attending face-to-face events or places as a result of cyberbullying. Students 

wrote in their responses, as well. Some students shared that their emotional-focused 

strategy was to move on, e.g., “Let it go” or “None, who cares what people say about 

me.” Other students shared that they did not know their bully and thus did not know 

how to respond, for example, “I do not know who did it, so I couldn’t do anything.” 

Others reported more severe reactions such as, “Stopped being friends with 

someone,” “Be aware of my surroundings so people don't take random pictures of 

me,” or “dropped a class.”  

Technical Coping Strategies 

Across all strategies, the most common were to block the bully, adjust privacy 

settings so the bully cannot see their content, or to withhold from posting online. 

Alipan et al., (2018) posed that these strategies are likely common because they are 

accomplished easily, immediately, and semi-anonymously. Students reported that 

they were more likely to report their bully to the website moderators (e.g., flagged it 

on Twitter, reported it on Facebook, informed a moderator on Reddit), than to school 

or law enforcement authorities. The least used technical coping strategies were to 

withdraw or delete their online profiles. For example, one student wrote that they 

chose to “deactivate almost all accounts.”  
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Discussion 

While the field of higher education is still realizing the consequence of 

cyberbullying (e.g., Bauman & Baldasare, 2015; DuMont, 2016; O’Connor et al., 

2018), this study found that, overwhelmingly, undergraduate students see 

cyberbullying as a problem. This study answers two questions, To what extent do 

college students experience cyberbullying victimization? and What are the most 

common coping strategies undergraduate adopt in response to cyberbullying 

victimization?  

First, using a validated, multi-item measure of victimization, this study found 

that cyberbullying victimization is a pervasive issue in college with nearly 3 out of 5 

undergraduate students who chose to respond identifying as a victim of some form of 

prior cyberbullying. In particular, nearly a fifth of these undergraduates reported 

being victimized while enrolled in college – evidence that cyberbullying extends into 

college life. While the methodological differences between survey studies prevents 

direct comparison, this study found that more students reported victimization 

experiences than in many older, single-item studies (Jenaro et al., 2018). Possible 

explanations are that potentially the 9-item measure used in this study (Byrne, 2020) 

gathered more accurate data because of its multi-item design. Or, potentially, 

cyberbullying is becoming more common among undergraduates and this is merely a 

reflection of the upward trend in victimization.  

A novel contribution of this paper is the finding that the majority of 

undergraduate victims who responded preferred the term online harassment to 

describe their experience despite the literature associating their experience with 
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cyberbullying (e.g., Patchin & Hinduja, 2015). Through the lens of emerging 

adulthood, this rejection of the term cyberbullying makes sense. As emerging adults, 

students seek to distance themselves from adolescent concepts and identities, and 

instead align themselves with more adult terminology (Arnett, 2000). In this case, 

online harassment may appear to be more mature because it is not associated with 

their K-12 online safety & cyberbullying prevention programs (e.g. Bradshaw, 2015). 

Knowing students’ preferred terminology is important both for researchers and 

practitioners to seek to better understand the student victim experience and to support 

students who are being victimized. 

Second, the coping strategies undergraduates reported adopting in response to 

cyberbullying victimization aligned with the theoretical framework posited by Alipan 

et al. (2018). Specifically, while problem-based strategies such as reporting the 

incident to a teacher or authority figure are more effective at stopping the bullying 

and getting support to heal (Nixon et al., 2019), as Alipan et al. theorized, the 

strategies were less commonly used. Instead, students more commonly adopted 

immediate, pseudo-anonymous technical coping strategies such as blocking the bully 

or withholding online comments and self-censoring. Potentially this trend is related to 

the bully using an anonymous account which prevents students from resolving the 

situation with problem-based strategies. While these technical approaches create 

distance between the victim and the bully, they do not necessarily stop the bully from 

spreading rumors or mean photos of the victim (i.e., the bullying does not necessarily 

stop just because the victim is no longer present). Additionally, these technical 

approaches potentially inhibit the victim from engaging in the positive aspects of 
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social media and feeling free to be themselves in their online community (Alipan et 

al., 2018). However, very few students chose to withdraw entirely from online peer 

interactions possibly because of the importance of social media in the social lives of 

emerging adults. 

 

Implications 

For today’s undergraduates, cyberbullying is a pervasive issue in their online 

lives that shapes how they participate in online social and civic communities. As a 

modern form of silencing the voices of those with less power, cyberbullying 

leverages the social networks and media platforms intended to support community 

and civic discourse to oppress and silence victims into submission (Chadha et al., 

2020). In response, victims may withdraw from their online communities, and 

develop mental health issues including anxiety and low self-esteem (e.g., Holt et al., 

2014; Selkie et al., 2015). While the research is still nascent, experiencing 

cyberbullying during emerging adulthood may contribute to deviations in identity 

development and a lifetime of anxiety about online communication (e.g., Alipan et 

al., 2018; Arnett, 2000; Lindsay et al., 2016). 

For Higher Education Policymakers 

 Findings from this study amplify the need for education leaders to prioritize 

the importance of cyberbullying and online harassment as a growing equity issue in 

higher education. Studies have found that universities are unprepared to support 

cyberbullying victims (Bauman & Baldasare, 2015; DuMont, 2016; Myers & Cowie, 

2017; O’Connor et al., 2018), and that, when universities do provide cyberbullying 
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support, students often underutilize the resources (Cowie & Myers, 2012). Instead, 

this study found that students more often reported their experience to the social media 

moderators likely due to the ease and immediacy. Establishing an easy, online 

reporting process for cyberbullying victims has practical implications for university 

leaders who seek to support students who are at risk of harm (e.g., DuMont, 2016; 

O’Connor et al., 2018). To uphold their legal responsibility to provide a learning 

environment free from harassment, higher education leaders must investigate new 

methods to communicate that students do not have to suffer with victimization in 

silence (Cowie & Myers, 2012; Washington, 2015). Future design research is needed 

to work with higher education administrators and college students to design a 

reporting process using the terminology undergraduates prefer (i.e., online harassment 

vs. cyberbullying) and that provides a comfortable and convenient experience for 

victimized students. 

For Online Learning Researchers 

As online learning becomes a more ubiquitous aspect of undergraduate 

education, victim’s reliance on technology coping strategies become particularly 

worrisome. How will students’ coping strategies on social media transfer to the online 

classroom? How will victimized students - the majority of undergraduates - transition 

from their potentially private and withdrawn social media identity to an online 

discussion board in which they are required to share and debate with unknown peers? 

Echoing the concerns of Washington (2015), how do we support students in online 

learning when they live in a culture of cyberbullying? In future research, I will 

explore how students with differing cyberbullying experiences engage in online 
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discussion boards with the intent to explain the connection between technical coping 

strategies and equity in online discussion boards.  

Limitations  

Findings are limited in their generalizability for two reasons. First, the 

sampling only represented one MidAtlantic research intensive university in which 

most participants were full-time students living on or near campus. Thus, this sample 

is not representative of all American undergraduates. Second, there was potential 

nonresponse or social desirability bias (Miller, 2011), that can cause people to 

underreport the extent of their victimization or vulnerability. While I attempted to test 

for issues of nonresponse bias by comparing early with late responders (Byrne, 2017) 

and comparing students’ course modality, there is still a threat that students who 

realized the survey contained cyberbullying questions stopped participating. Future 

validation and reliability research could replicate the survey in other contexts and test 

the correlation of this measure of victimization with other multi-item surveys posed in 

the field (for a complete review see Jenaro et al., 2018). 

Future Work 

While this study is novel in that the multi-item measure gathered student 

experiences across three latent factors of victimizations, future research is needed to 

further refine and validate the measure as social media changes. For example, the 

least commonly reported victimization experience was when a bully created “a mean 

or hurtful web page” about the victim. This finding might have to do with the 

increased popularity of social media platforms such as Instagram, Snapchat, and 

TikTok over personal websites like Geocities and MySpace in which users created 



 

58 

 

 

personal pages. As social media evolves, cyberbullying will evolve in tandem causing 

some victimization measures to become outdated. Future research is needed to revise 

this “web page” item.  

Finally, future research is needed to clarify the relationship between gender 

identity, gender presentation, victimization, and coping strategies. While other studies 

have compared the experiences of men and women (e.g., MacDonald & Roberts-

Pittman, 2010), these works potentially confuse the role of gender power in 

cyberbullying. Instead approaches such as Chadha et al. (2020) and Vitak et al. 

(2017) that center on women’s experiences, can clarify the relationship between 

cyberbullying and gendered forms of online harassment such as sexism, misogyny, 

unwanted sexual advances, revenge porn, and the instances of intimate partner 

violence (Citron, 2014; Jane, 2014; Lindsay et al., 2016; O’Connor et al., 2014; 

Selkie et al., 2015; Vitak et al., 2017). 

Conclusion 

Cyberbullying is an emerging social justice issue in higher education with 

well-documented social, psychology, and academic consequences. With nearly three 

out of five of undergraduates who responded to my survey reporting cyberbullying, it 

is a growing concern in higher education. While universities have a duty to support 

victims and provide a learning environment free from harassment, this study found 

that students do not turn to their campus faculty and staff for support. Either because 

they are unaware of the services available to them or they are embarrassed to identify 

with cyberbullying, college student victims adopt technical coping strategies which 

may further isolate them from their online communities and entrusts social media 
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companies to resolve the situation. As undergraduate education increasingly moves 

online, future research must address how we support victims in engaging in online 

learning who have adopted technical coping strategies and withdrawn from sharing 

their thoughts and ideas online.   
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Chapter 5: “You Might as Well Just All Agree with Each 

Other:” The Influence of Cyberbullying on Women’s Social 

Presence in Online Discussions 

 

The ubiquity of social media in American young adults’ lives is changing the 

culture of online communication and is influencing how learners engage in online 

learning environments (e.g., Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Baldasare et al., 2012). 

Negative interpersonal experiences like cyberbullying and online harassment are 

increasingly common in online interactions and often target teen girls and women 

(Anderson, 2018; Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Duggan, 2017). Online bullying and 

harassment have a ‘chilling effect’ on women’s online participation as victims tend to 

adopt defensive coping strategies such as deleting their account, avoiding the social 

media platform, reducing the frequency that they post, and increasing privacy settings 

(Alipan et al., 2018; Byrne, 2020; Duggan, 2017). In particular, undergraduate 

women believe online harassment to be an inevitability when they participate in 

online discussions and choose to self-censor their posts to prevent provoking negative 

responses or attention (Chadha et al., 2020). Instead, women change how they engage 

online to avoid negative interactions both in the immediate to remove themselves 

from the bullying and, potentially, for years to follow (e.g., Adams & Lawrence, 

2011; Holt et al., 2014).   

The impact of cyberbullying on young adults’ online participation is of 

increasing concern as online learning becomes more common on college campuses 
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(Baldasare et al., 2012; Washington, 2015). Online and hybrid courses (i.e., both 

online and face-to-face instruction) often feature an asynchronous discussion board in 

which students are required to post and comment on a central page like a Twitter or 

Facebook Newsfeed. These discussion boards are a common pedagogical trend to 

promote collaborative knowledge building, a sense of community, and Social 

Presence – the degree to which students sense their online peers as ‘real’ people who 

are immediately present in the learning environment, as opposed to being unreal and 

distant (see Lowenthal & Snelson (2017) for a complete review). However, the 

similarity between discussion boards and social media newsfeeds is concerning 

considering how cyberbullying victimization can cause some women to feel unsafe in 

online discussions and chill their online participation across many platforms to avoid 

future bullying (e.g., Alipan et al., 2018; Duggan, 2017; Vitak et al., 2017).  

When previously victimized women find themselves in an online or hybrid 

college course, their instructor will require them to engage in online peer discussion 

boards without considering how these women’s past bullying experiences have led 

them to avoid online engagement with people they do not trust. While scholarship has 

found that the chilling effect of cyberbullying (i.e., the defensive coping strategies 

adopted by victims) extends into the physical classroom causing students to behave 

inauthentically to appear desirable to their peers (Marder et al., 2016), these works 

have not addressed how the chilling effect of cyberbullying might extend into peer 

interactions in the online classroom. As a result, the current research fails to address if 

some students are entering the online course with a different attitude or set of 

strategies for participating on online discussion boards. Without an adequate 
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understanding of the role of prior victimization on behavior in online discussions, 

instructors may be perpetuating an inequitable learning environment in which 

cyberbullied women must choose between their instructor’s expectations for class 

participation and their own desire to enact defensive online behaviors to avoid future 

cyberbullying. 

The purpose of this paper is to explore how women with differing experiences 

with cyberbullying enact and describe their social presence on a discussion board in 

an online undergraduate course. Specifically, this paper addresses the question, What 

are the differences, if any, in social presence in online academic discussions between 

women who were previously cyberbullied and those who were not? 

Literature 

Framed by Vygotsky’s social constructivism theory (1978), this study 

connects two disparate literatures: social presence in online learning and the coping 

strategies of cyberbullying victims. 

Social Constructivism in Online Learning 

This work is framed by the theories of social constructivism focusing on the 

value of learner-learner interaction and that by discussing course concepts with their 

peers, learners engage in group cognition to develop a clearer and deeper 

understanding of the content themselves (Stahl, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978). When 

learners are unable to participate in group discussion, they miss the opportunity to 

voice their ideas, get feedback from others, and co-construct knowledge with their 

peers. In an online course, centralized discussion boards are often the hub for these 

class conversations (Bernard & Rubalcava, 2000; Kim et al., 2011). While some find 
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these open discussion boards to be a great equalizer because everyone can share their 

ideas without having to be called on by the instructor (Chick & Hassel, 2009), others 

have expressed concern that students do not feel comfortable discussing controversial 

subjects on asynchronous boards (Meyer, 2006). This discomfort can extend into 

collaborative knowledge building activities on discussion boards. For example, 

Roberts and Nason (2011) found that undergraduate students self-censor opposing 

opinions about asynchronous collaborative projects because they do not want to 

offend their peers. Self-censorship is defined as when a person knowingly withholds 

an idea or opinion from others who may disagree (Hayes et al., 2005). The lack of 

consensus on the usefulness of discussion boards for providing all students with a 

space for productive and civil conversation is at the heart of this work.  

Social Presence in Online Discussion Boards 

Often, constructivist online courses are designed using the Community of 

Inquiry (COI) framework (Garrison et al., 2000), which prioritizes learner-learner and 

learner-teacher interaction. Through peer interaction and discussion, students engage 

more deeply in the course content and hear new perspectives (Richardson et al., 

2017). One of the key elements of the COI is Social Presence the extent to which a 

student engages with their peers in a way that is authentic and reduces the distance in 

their interactions (Lowenthal & Snelson, 2017). Three indicators define social 

presence: Affective Expression (i.e., sharing personal details and emotions), Open 

Communication (i.e., students openly share ideas) and Group Cohesion (i.e., sense of 

community; Shea et al., 2010). Affective expression refers to how online students 

project their personalities through sharing personal details, jokes, opinions and other 
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emotions (Boston et al., 2010). Open communication is the extent to which students 

feel like the classroom climate allows for trust, open sharing of ideas, and comradery. 

Finally, group cohesion is the degree to which students in the class develop a shared 

identity as a community of learners and feel like they can learn collaboratively as a 

group. Together these three indicators are predictive of students’ retention, perceived 

learning, and satisfaction in online courses (Richardson et al., 2017).  

 While often measured with an end-of-semester survey, self-reported social 

presence is an indirect measure that can suffer from social desirability bias (Miller, 

2011) - when students report higher social presence than they actually enact in the 

discussion board. Alternatively, Shea et al. (2010) recommend conducting 

quantitative content analyses for a direct measure of students’ enacted social presence 

in discussion board conversations. Using a codebook developed by Rourke et al., 

(1999) and revised by Swan and Shih (2005) and Shea et al., (2010), enacted social 

presence can be measured and calculated for each of the three indicators. This study 

adopts Shea et al.’s (2010) published codebook to observe students’ discussion board 

posts. Using observation methods and a follow-up interview, trends in enacted social 

presence can be documented and discussed in more detail than through an end-of-

semester survey.  

Cyberbullying 

Students’ experiences in online academic discussions are situated within their 

broader online lives. Upon its inception, online or distance learning was once thought 

to be a “cyberfeminist utopia” (Wojahn, 1994) in which women could engage freely 

and openly in academic discourse without fear of gender-based harassment or 
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silencing (Chick & Hassel, 2009; Eudey, 2012; Lagesen, 2008). Instead, internet-

based discussions, whether the users are anonymous or identified, tend to amplify 

traditional gender power structures – resulting in the silencing of women’s voices in 

online discussions (e.g., Chadha et al., 2020; Herring, 1996, Vitak et al., 2017). This 

study centers on one particular form of online silencing, cyberbullying. Cyberbullying 

and online harassment are nearly ubiquitous experiences for undergraduate women 

and have been normalized as inevitable experiences all women will experience if they 

participate in social media and online communities (Chadha et al., 2020; Citron, 

2014). In response, women alter their online presentations and engagements to 

prevent provoking aggressors (Alipan et al., 2020; Vitak et al., 2017). 

Patchin and Hinduja (2015) define cyberbullying as “when someone 

intentionally and repeatedly harasses, mistreats, or makes fun of another person 

online or while using cell phones or other electronic devices in a way in which they 

don't feel capable of responding” (pg. 73). Cyberbullying is a major issue in higher 

education (Cowie & Myers, 2012; Myers & Cowie, 2017; Washington, 2015) and is 

known to contribute to psychosocial and academic consequences such as anxiety and 

stress disorders, low self-esteem, suicide and depression, withdrawal from social 

engagements both online and offline, and academic setbacks (Holt et al., 2014; 

Juvonen & Gross, 2008; Selkie et al., 2015; Tokunaga, 2010; Varjas et al., 2009).  

In response to victimization, college students have been found to adopt 

defensive coping strategies to stop the bullying in the short-term and prevent further 

bullying in the long-term (Alipan et al., 2018; Chadha et al., 2020). Instead of 

reporting the bully to their university's support services or seeking counseling, 
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victimized students often adopt technical solutions such as blocking the bully on 

social media, increasing their own privacy settings, and choosing not to post content 

on social media (Alipan et al., 2018). Often referred to as the chilling effect of online 

harassment (Marder et al., 2016), these defensive coping strategies create distance 

between the victim and the cyberbullying, but can isolate the victim from their online 

community and self-censor their participation (Alipan et al., 2018; Chadha et al., 

2020). Women and girls commonly self-censor after negative online interactions like 

cyberbullying and online harassment (e.g., Duggan, 2017). 

Marder et al. (2016) found that the chilling effect of cyberbullying extends 

into face-to-face and social media interaction finding that college students 

“normalize” their behavior to perform the role of “the perceived standards, 

expectations and values of the perceived surveyor” (pg. 583).  In the case of 

cyberbullying, the “perceived surveyors” are peers with social power. This power 

dynamic is similar to Foucault’s (1975) notion of the Panopticon – a prison structure 

which leverages surveillance and paranoia, so prisoners perform the role of the 

perfect inmate (Kitto, 2003). A panopticon is typified when individual self-discipline 

without coercion as a result of being surveilled by powerful agents (Manokha, 2018). 

Fear of social disapproval from more powerful peers motivates users to self-censor 

their behavior whether or not there are actual repercussions (Marder et al., 2016). 

While research has addressed how ‘lateral’ surveillance between peers results in self-

censorship and self-discipline on social media (e.g., Chadha et al., 2020), these works 

have not addressed how the chilling effect of cyberbullying might influence peer 

interactions on an online discussion board.   
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As online and hybrid coursework becomes more common in undergraduate 

education, the impact of cyberbullying on young adults’ online participation is of 

increased concern (Baldasare et al., 2012; Washington, 2015). When discussion 

boards are the primary space for collaborative learning and knowledge building, 

previously victimized women who self-censor as a defensive coping strategy may not 

have an equitable experience sharing their ideas and engaging in academic discussion. 

This paper explores how self-censoring coping strategies are in tension with online 

teaching practices in which students share ideas on the online discussion board.  

Method 

This paper is part of a larger mixed-methods study (Creswell, 2015) on how 

prior cyberbullying experiences (and their chilling effect) relate to women’s social 

presence in online academic discussions, if at all. The sequential mixed methods 

design consists of a quantitative phase followed by a qualitative phase (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2007): students completed a survey at the beginning of the semester, 

were observed in the discussion board throughout the semester, and were interviewed 

at the end of the semester. Because self-censorship may be socially undesirable to 

report (Andersen & Mayerl, 2017), self-reported methods alone could capture the 

prevalence or impact of this negative outcome of cyberbullying. To overcome the 

issue, the study design included two ways of measuring students’ self-censorship: 

self-reported and observed. 

Focus on Women 

Women’s experiences in online courses are often studied in comparison to 

men’s, with the implicit assumption that the traditional, normal student is a man and 
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any differences between the binary gender groups identifies women as the “other,” 

despite being the majority of online learners (a contradiction first noted by von 

Prümmer, 2004). Often these comparisons find that women deviate from the normal 

engagement, instead of concluding the same about men. For example, Guiller and 

Durndell (2006) found that undergraduate women posted nearly five times more than 

men in a discussion with tutors, thus taking up more of the tutor’s attention. This 

paper, instead centers the voices and experiences of women.  

Additionally, much of the cyberbullying literature compares the experiences 

of women to that of other gender groups which potentially confuses the role of online 

misogyny in women’s experience with cyberbullying (Chadha et al., 2020). In other 

words, because sexism and gender power dynamics often motivate the cyberbullying 

and online harassment of women, it is better to study women’s experiences apart from 

that of men or other gender groups. Therefore, to better explore the unique 

experiences of undergraduates who identify as women, this paper centers only on the 

experiences of self-reported women and their experiences were analyzed only among 

that of other women, not in comparison to men or non-binary people. 

Context and Participants 

Study participants were undergraduates enrolled at a large research university 

in the Mid-Atlantic in one of the University’s required online general education 

courses that focused on learning professional writing skills. The instructors were 

professional-track faculty hired to teach these online classes only, and were trained 

and supervised by the same instruction team. The curriculum and learning objectives 

for the courses were developed to be parallel. The instructional team who oversaw 
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these courses intentionally designed the curriculum to align with the Community of 

Inquiry model (Garrison et al., 2000) and facilitate students’ social presence. Each 

online course section was limited to 19 students. The University’s IRB approved the 

study.  

The participant sample initially consisted of 10 undergraduates who self-

identified as women and were enrolled in an online section. These students completed 

a survey and consented to be observed during the discussion board conversation and 

to be invited for an interview. One woman, however, stopped participating in the 

course discussions (both posting and commenting) after the first observation and is 

presumed to have withdrawn from the course midway through the semester. She was 

removed from the final sample, reducing the sample to nine women. 

Of the nine participants, four identified as white women, three identified as 

Asian or Asian-American women, and there was one Latinx woman and one multi-

racial woman. Only one woman identified as being a part of the LGBTQ community. 

Among these nine women, five reported never having been cyberbullied in any way, 

while four identified as having been previously victimized by at least one form of 

cyberbullying (Byrne, 2020).  All four women had been the victim of Mean 

Statements and Rumors and one woman had additionally been the victim of Threats. 

Data Collection 

Survey Data 

Students accessed the survey via an embedded link in their online course site 

and email announcements. The online survey elicited women’s experiences with 

cyberbullying and their coping strategies, their demographic information, and their 
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consent to be observed throughout the semester. Students were incentivized with a 

$25 raffle. 

Student’s previous cyberbullying victimization was measured using the 9-item 

scale developed by Patchin and Hinduja (2015) and validated for a college student 

population by Byrne (2020). The survey also adopted several binary items from the 

Pew Research Center’s survey on cyberbullying (Anderson, 2018, Duggan, 2017) 

including if, in response to being a victim of cyberbullying, they “chose not to post 

something online,” a binary measure of a chilled response to cyberbullying. Finally, 

students were asked to share their demographic identities.  

Online Discussion Observation Data 

In partnership with the instructors, transcripts were accessed of four assigned 

online discussions. These weeks were selected because students were prompted to 

engage in meaningful discussion about a professional writing assignment related to 

their future careers. For example, students were encouraged to write about their career 

goals and how professional writing skills may be helpful for them in the future. For 

each of the women across four online discussion observations, the transcript included 

one “post” (a two-paragraph written response to an instructor-provided prompt), and 

one “comment” (a one-paragraph written response to another student providing 

feedback, opinion, agreement, disagreement, or follow-up questions), resulting in 72 

observed posts and comments.  

Interview Data 

Among the participating women, two agreed to be and were interviewed. 

During the semi-structured interviews, women described their social presence in 
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online class discussions and their thought process and concerns about posting online. 

The interview adopted the items from Arbaugh et al.’s (2008) nine-item social 

presence survey. Interviews were audio recorded and professionally transcribed. 

Data Analysis 

Content Analysis 

Using NViVo 12, women’s discussion posts were deductively coded in two 

passes. All transcripts were blinded so women’s reported cyberbullying experiences 

were not known or associated with their discussion board participation. First, each 

woman’s total number of posts and comments, and subsequent Total Word Count 

were examined. Since the discussions were mandatory, it was not expected that the 

number would vary significantly between women.  

Second, Shea et al.’s (2010) codebook for social presence was used to code 

the discussion post content. This codebook is based on the three indicators of social 

presence: Affective Emotions, Open Communication, and Group Cohesion. Each post 

and comment were coded for each of the 18 social presence sub-indicators using 

NVivo 12 (see table 6 for a complete list of indicators and sub-indicators). Then, to 

quantify these codes, the posts and comments were recoded in Excel noting the 

presence (1 = yes, 0 = no) of each sub-indicator. The total Affective Emotion, Open 

Communication, Group Cohesion, Social Presence scores were computed for each 

woman.  

Interview Analysis 

The interviews were professionally transcribed and deductively coded in 

NVivo 12 for the three social presence indicators (parent codes) and the 18 social 
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presence sub-indicators (child codes), as well as their attitudes about online 

interactions overall. The interviews were blinded to not bias the coding with 

knowledge of their cyberbullying experiences or enacted social presence. Quotes and 

notes were organized into thick descriptions for each woman.  

Statistical Analysis 

The observational data of previously victimized women and women without 

any cyberbullying experience were compared in IBM SPSS version 25. Mann-

Whitney U tests, the nonparametric version of the Student’s t-test, were conducted to 

compare the enacted social presence of these two groups, because it is more powerful 

and robust (Byrne, 2017).  

Data Integration 

Findings were integrated to address the research question by creating a master 

profile for each woman, organizing profiles by if they experienced cyberbullying or 

not, and then inductively coding and synthesizing themes within each group. Two 

representative examples are presented to depict the differences, if any, in social 

presence in online academic discussions between women who were previously 

cyberbullied and those who were not. 

Findings 

The nine women observed fall into groups according to victimization 

experiences (four yes vs. five never; see table 5). In this section, first the statistical 

analysis of the differences between these group groups is presented. Then, to make 

meaning of the statistical findings, the frequencies of social presence enacted by 

groups are presented (see table 6), including a discussion of how the groups differed. 



 

73 

 

 

Finally, two representative student cases are presented to elaborate on and understand 

the broader group differences. 

Table 5. Participants’ Cyberbullying Experiences, Social Presence, and Word Count 

 

ID Victim 

“Chose 

Not to 

Post 

Online”  

Affective 

Emotion 

Open 

Commun 

-ication 

Group 

Cohesion 

Social 

Presence 

(Enacted) 

Total 

Word 

Count 

1 Never N/A 5 16 5 26 1407 

2 Never N/A 7 17 2 26 1753 

3 Never N/A 5 17 7 29 1371 

(Crystal) 4 Never N/A 4 11 8 23 1027 

6 Never N/A 4 15 9 28 1563 

7 Yes No 1 12 3 16 501 

(Jess) 8 Yes No 4 14 4 22 1585 

9 Yes Yes 5 16 5 26 1525 

10 Yes No 2 10 5 17 1265 

 

Quantitative Comparison 

Having quantified observed social presence into individual scores for each 

woman (table 5) and average scores for previously victimized women and never 

victimized women (table 6), Mann-Whitney U tests revealed that previously 

victimized women enacted significantly different social presence than women who 

had never been cyberbullied before. Specifically, enacted social presence was greater 

for women who had never been cyberbullied (median = 26.00) than for previously 

victimized women (median = 19.50; U=2.00 p = .046; mean rank for victims = 3.00; 

never victims = 6.60). Specifically, the two groups of women significantly differed in 

expressing disagreement (U=2.00, p = .024; mean rank for victims = 3.00; never 

victims = 6.60) and addressing the group with inclusive pronouns (e.g., we, us, our; 

U=2.00, p=.039; mean rank for victims = 3.00; never victims = 6.60).  
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Observed Differences by Victimization 

There are subtle differences between women who identified as victims of 

Mean Statements & Rumors in comparison to women who reported that they had 

never experienced any form of cyberbullying victimization. Victimized women 

enacted lower social presence overall, and across all three indicators. While these 

aggregates identify that victimized women restrained from engaging in social or 

emotional communication, overall, clearer differences can be seen by the sub-

indicators – especially within Open Communication. 

These women enacted less social sharing, and rarely engaged in self-

disclosure or Addresses or refers to the group using inclusive pronouns. These 

women met the course requirements without revealing much about themselves or 

their ideas, or discussing anything with their peers that did not have to do directly 

with the course material. The only times they engaged in self-disclosure was in 

response to the introductory prompt which asked students to share the career field 

they were interested in and how it related to the course.  

 Not one previously victimized woman expressed disagreement in the 

discussion boards, as opposed to women who were never victimized who disagreed 

with their peers occasionally. Additionally, victimized women rarely provided 

personal advice to their peers. When students were giving advice, they often noted a 

weakness or gap in the previous students’ post (focusing on their logic or design) and 

then offered constructive feedback on how to improve – often, to be more aligned 

with the course expectations or aesthetic appeal. For example,  
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The only criticism I have would be to include the website text as a hyperlink 

versus plain text. This would allow the user to click on the resource easily, 

over copying the link, pasting it and then hitting enter. (Participant 9) 

 

Table 6. Average Enacted Social Presence Indicators and Sub-Indicators by Groups  

 
  Cyberbullying 

Victimization 

  Yes, 

Victim 

Never 

Affective  

Emotion 
Expressing emotions 0.00 0.20 

Use of humor 0.00 0.00 

Self-disclosure  2.00 2.80 

Use of unconventional expressions to 

express emotion 
0.00 0.00 

Expressing value 1.00 2.00 

Open 

Communication  
Continuing a thread 3.25 3.80 

Quoting from others' messages 1.25 0.40 

Referring explicitly to others' messages 3.25 3.80 

Asking questions 0.25 0.20 

Complementing, expressing 

appreciation 
2.75 2.60 

Expressing agreement 1.50 1.80 

Expressing disagreement  0.00* 0.80 

Personal advice  0.75 1.80 

Group  

Cohesion 
Vocatives 0.00 0.00 

Addresses or refers to the group using 

inclusive pronouns 
0.50* 1.80 

Phatics, salutations & greetings 3.00 3.00 

Social sharing  0.25 0.20 

Course reflection 0.50 1.20 

Average  

Totals 
Affective Emotion 3.00 5.00 

Open Communication  13.00 15.20 

Group Cohesion 4.25 6.20 

Social Presence 20.25* 26.40 

Total Word Count 1219.00 1424.20 

*.  Difference is significant at the 0.05 level 
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The lack of disagreement or advice is noteworthy because the instructors’ 

assignment for the comments was to give others constructive feedback. Instead of 

giving personal advice to or disagreeing with their peers, previously victimized 

women provided feedback through less confrontational means, if at all. Victimized 

women were observed enacting higher average instances of quoting from others' 

messages and complimenting, expressing appreciation. For example, “I enjoy and 

agree with the recommendation that you chose to include..." The practice of quoting 

and agreeing with their peers may be a tactic for contributing comments without 

sharing their own voice, potentially as a way to hide behind others’ words. 

Overwhelmingly, women commented with positive and supportive reflections about 

surface-level content of the previous students’ post. For example, “I thought that this 

is a good link to relate to this assignment.” 

Cases 

To demonstrate these group differences, two representative cases of women 

are presented. Two women (pseudonyms Jess and Crystal) were interviewed about 

their social presence and attitude about the online discussion board. To build their 

cases, each woman’s survey responses were integrated with codes, notes, and quotes 

from the discussion boards observations and their interview. In this section,  

overviews of their cases are presented and compared for how their differences typify 

the trends between groups. 

Jess 

Jess is an undergraduate senior studying engineering who identified as a 

white, cis-gender straight woman. One of her parents completed college and she is 
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not a transfer student nor is she Pell-grant eligible. Jess enrolled in the online class 

because the asynchronous nature of the course provided her with more flexibility to 

spend more time in her lab and limited the amount of days she had to spend on 

campus. 

Jess has been the victim of cyberbullying - particularly Mean Statements & 

Rumors. She reported that once “Someone posted mean or hurtful comments about 

me online” as well as “Someone spread rumors about me online.” Her most recent 

experience was over two years ago. While she has witnessed others get cyberbullied 

before and since enrolling in college, Jess reported on the survey that neither the 

witnessing nor the victimization experience has chilled her online engagement in 

regarding to posting online.  

Jess has private Twitter and Instagram accounts, but she said that she usually 

just likes and retweets other people’s content instead of posting her own. “I just 

retweet things. I don't jump into the fray on anything.” She uses Twitter in this 

manner because of her concern about cancel culture - the social media trend of 

shaming, boycotting, and exiling a person who has committed a social injustice or has 

otherwise done “something problematic” (Dozier, 2018, pg. 6;  McDermott, 2019) - 

and she felt like she could not share her opinions or else “they” would inundate her 

with negative responses. She said, “if someone does one thing wrong or says one 

thing wrong, everyone's gonna like jump on them and attack them. So like, I never 

posted on Twitter...It's not like, I even, like, would say things that would get me 

attacked on Twitter.”  
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As a result, Jess regularly used conversational backchannels to ensure others 

agree with her before sharing a political opinion on a group discussion. For example, 

in one of her group text conversations with her friends, Jess only shares her opinion 

when she knows ahead of time that a few of her friends and her boyfriend already 

agree with her. When speaking about a recent example of a friend (i.e., “the other 

guy”) sharing an opinion different from her own she said, 

Like if it was just like me and the other guy talking about it, I dunno if I 

would have like dug my heels in very far. 'Cause it's like skateboarding is like 

his thing and I don't wanna like come close to that and like start this whole 

issue. But it's like, I know like my boyfriend, we're both kinda in agreement 

on this and we're both kinda, the two of us making the same points. And like I 

have someone who's on my side here. So that makes it a little more 

comfortable to be disagreeing in that scenario.  

Her fear of saying the “wrong” thing likely related to Jess’s participation in 

the online class. For example, while Jess posted the second highest number of words 

among all women in my sample, she enacted the third lowest social presence (see 

table 5). She enacted an average amount of Affective Emotion social presence, but 

was in the lower half of the Open Communication and of Group Cohesion. Most 

notably, Jess never expressed disagreement with her peers. During the interview, Jess 

spoke about how she drafted her posts quickly after reviewing the instructor’s 

prompt, a process she called “word vomit.” After submitting her post, Jess would read 

through her peers’ posts and comment on two that she agreed with. As she said in her 

interview, 
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Like, you can just like much more probably find something that you agree 

with, that you respond to. Um, I guess it's a kinda a thing here like online 

communication, like things can get misconstrued. So, you don't wanna like, 

you just don't wanna like cause drama for no reason when like no ones that 

invested in it. So, it's like why find a post that you like disagree with when 

you could just like respond to one that you agree with and like you're gonna 

get your two points on the assignment either way....  So there's no reason to 

cause drama by finding one to disagree with. If it's just as easy to agree with 

one. 

She chose this approach because she believed that “when it's like a discussion post, 

people just kinda don't disagree with each other. It's just kinda like, there's no reason 

to do that.” Except, the was a reason to disagree. During these discussion board 

conversations, disagreeing with peers and providing differing solutions to a prompt 

was encouraged by the instructor. 

Her fear of being “canceled” may have led her to this belief. She stated, “I feel 

like a lot of things can get misinterpreted on, in online communication where you just 

don't have the like face to face like context and like body language of things...in 

general you just can't read someone's tone.” Because she did not want to be 

misinterpreted, she chose to only agree with her online classmates. The lack of 

community in the online class exacerbated her feelings. According to Jess.  

you just barely know these people so you don't wanna just be coming like, "I 

disagree with your, like how you interpreted this article...” Like neither of us 

really care about. Like it's just like why, why do that?...Like so just like you 
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might as well just all agree with each other. Get your two points and move on 

instead of like making a big deal about it. 

 

Crystal 

Crystal is a junior earning a degree in science. She is a recent transfer student 

from a local community college and a Pell-grant eligible first-generation college 

student. Crystal identified as a Latinx, cis-gender straight woman. Crystal signed up 

for the online course because she heard on RateMyProfessor.com that these online 

sections were easier than the face-to-face sections. Crystal reported on the survey that 

she had not been the victim of cyberbullying, but she had witnessed others be 

victimized both before and since she enrolled in college. Crystal checks her social 

media accounts everyday but does not care much about it and said she only posts 

content approximately once a month, stating, “Like I'll comment on something on 

like social media or something like that, but it's not that I'm like every day 

participating.” 

I observed that Crystal posted the second lowest total word count in the 

discussion boards, but she enacted an average amount of social presence made up of 

the second highest Group Cohesion, the second lowest Open Communication, and 

average Affective Emotion. Crystal enacted the most amount of course reflection 

among all the women in my sample. Crystal commented on agreements fewer times 

than her peers. Instead, I observed her post more disagreement than many of her 

peers.  
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 During her interview, Crystal shared that she liked the online class because 

she feels more comfortable sharing in an online discussion than in a physical 

classroom because no one is looking at her.     

There's more anxiety in class than online…So, like in class, I just won't 

comment at all…But like online, it's just easier… Because online it's like... if 

you're wrong, I mean there's no like, there's no like feeling the 

judgment...Like if you were in person, if you said something that like it's kind 

of weird. It wasn't like what we were going towards, but like in person you'd 

be like ... like everyone would look at you kind of like, “uh, okay.” But online, 

you can't really get that feeling...'Cause you can't see them. You don't see, 

like, their reaction. And people are a lot nicer online.  

Crystal always read the comments people left on her posts and was disappointed that 

everyone agreed with her instead of providing constructive feedback. She said, “well, 

so like comments to my own, to my own posts, I would always look at to see like 

what people would say. But it was always, it always ended up like being very polite, 

very like ... not very constructive.” Accordingly, she tried to give her online 

classmates feedback that could help their learning, saying, “I would always, like, if I 

found something to be constructive to someone else's, I would try to like, like say it. I 

would try to like point out something or, like, you know.” 

She may have felt confident to post critical feedback because she believed that 

her peers simply posted and then never revisit the thread. In her interview Crystal 

commented that, 
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Like, most of the time I didn't really feel, like, uncomfortable disagreeing 

'cause no one really commented back. No one really like said anything back 

once you disagreed. And so that was, so that was like pretty comfortable. And, 

yeah. That, that was pretty much it. I would disagree all the time. 

At times, however, she said that she withheld giving the same person several pieces 

of critical feedback out of sensitivity to that person’s feelings. She stated, 

that's why, like, when I went on to do the second peer review… I held back 

because I wasn't sure if that was, like, too much. Like, if it was just too much 

to like, like... I guess point out the flaw in their paper. But it was something 

like basic that I think we should've already been like doing... Because I 

question myself. Like, is this too much? Like are they gonna like be upset that 

I'm, like, really, like, picking at their, like, essay? 

Crystal may have filtered her comments in this manner because, “I know I have been, 

like, a little, like, upset when I get too much [critical feedback]. Well, 'cause like, but 

I, like, it's good but I ... it also does hurt my feelings. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study is to explore the differences in enacted social 

presence in an online discussion board between women with differing cyberbullying 

victimization experiences. Integrating survey, observation, and interview data 

provided evidence that women who have previously been cyberbullied enact 

statistically significantly lower social presence than their nonbullied peers. Typified 

by Jess’s case, previously victimized women avoid disagreement out of concern about 
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writing a comment that could be misunderstood by their peers and starting “drama” 

among their classmates.  

In comparison, Crystal and the women who were not victimized did not shy 

away from disagreeing with peers. Instead, Crystal expressed that disagreement is 

constructive for learning. Crystal empathized with her peers when she disagreed with 

their posts, and thought about how her comments might make them feel. Crystal’s 

choices represent a level of conscientiousness and thoughtfulness that exemplify 

netiquette in online learning (e.g., Shea et al., 2010). Jess, instead, enacted a more 

superficial engagement with her peers by complimenting and agreeing in lieu of 

academic disagree. While the observation that women tend to agree with their peers 

in online discussion boards is not new (e.g., Guiller & Durndell, 2006), it is the 

differences between these two groups of women that is novel. In particular, it was the 

difference between Jess and Crystal’s concern about backlash. Crystal disagreed with 

a peer to support their learning process; she did not express concern about backlash.  

While Jess did not draw a straight line between her cyberbullying experience 

and her conflict avoidant behavior on the online discussion board, she discussed her 

online communication strategies as being similar across environments. Social media 

culture was salient to Jess when deciding whose post to comment on and what she 

would write, focusing her attention on the people she agreed with and avoiding posts 

with which she disagreed. Using the same defensive communication strategy across 

social media environments and formal online course discussions suggests that Jess 

has learned a general heuristic for how to engage in online communication. Similar 

notions have been posed by cyberbullying and online harassment researchers (Alipan 
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et al., 2018; Chadha et al., 2020); that victims adopt a set of defensive strategies they 

use across many online communication contexts. Findings from this study indicate 

that these general defensive strategies extend into online course discussion boards, as 

well.  

While some might argue that cyberbullied students extend their coping 

strategies across platforms because of fear of their bully finding them (e.g., Alipan et 

al, 2018), it is important to recall that these women were enrolled in a highly-

structured, private online course, hosted within a Learning Management System that 

identified all posts with their full names. This was not a case of context collapse, i.e.,  

when academic and social networks overlap causing students to self-censor to clearly 

distinguish a classroom identity and a social identity (Dennen & Burner, 2017). These 

women were not in a collapsed media environment and their bully was, very likely, 

not enrolled in the course. Regardless, previously victimized women self-censored 

even in the private online course, thus suggesting the notion that the online discussion 

board is situated within students’ broader online lives and connected, in some way, to 

how they experience online communication as a whole. 

Implications for Online Teaching and Learning 

While the N was small, the statistically significant difference in enacted social 

presence between previously cyberbullied women and their peers raises concerns 

about the quality of the online discussion for both groups of women. When Jess self-

silenced, she withdrew from sharing ideas and feedback that could have helped her 

peers in their learning process. Her voice, and the voices of other women with 

cyberbullying experiences, were significantly less present in the classes’ collaborative 
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knowledge building. While her peers lost the full benefits of learning from her, Jess 

also did not gain all the benefits of fully participating and being fully socially present 

in an online academic discussion. Considering that importance of social presence as a 

predictor of students’ cognitive presence, collaborative learning, achievement, and 

satisfaction (Richardson et al., 2017), previously cyberbullied women are likely not 

gaining the same benefits of online academic discussions as their peers.  

Like social media, online discussion boards can serve as a virtual panopticon 

(Kitto, 2003): a space in which students are being watched and judged by their peers 

and their instructor. Discussion boards, as they invoke self-censorship and defensive 

strategies among women with cyberbullying experiences, may not be scaffolding the 

honest dialogue and collaboration necessary for collaborative knowledge building 

(e.g., Stahl, 2005). Without a space to enact social presence, freely share ideas, and 

disagree with one another without fear, online discussion boards are not an equitable 

learning environment for women who self-censor in response to cyberbullying 

experiences. Online educators’ reliance on discussion boards as the primary space for 

learner-learner communication has the potential to perpetuate an inequitable learning 

environment for previously victimized women. 

These findings can inform new designs for online discussion environments 

that focus on scaffolding the practice of and communicating the instructor’s role in 

supporting constructive disagreement between students without “drama” or backlash. 

Additionally, findings speak to the need for online educators to be aware of how 

digital pedagogies may be at odds with students’ online engagement strategies and the 

role of the instructor in fostering an online learning community in which previously 
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victimized women do not self-censor. For example, to support students in having 

more productive disagreements, online educators could leverage the Brave Space 

model of facilitation that stresses to students to collaborate on a set of ground rules 

for peer discussion, and to empathize with their peers and own the impact of their 

statements (Arao & Clemens, 2013). Instructors may also clarify how they observe 

student interactions and the process by which they will intervene if a student-student 

interaction becomes unproductive or harmful, a desire of many online college 

students (Bauman & Baldasare, 2015).  

Limitations 

A key distinction in this analysis is that not all victims self-reported on the 

survey that they purposefully enacted a chilled response in online engagement. 

Additionally, women possibly differed in the type and degree to which they were 

cyberbullied, as well as the emotional effect it had on them. Future qualitative work is 

needed to differentiate between cyberbullied women and clarify any similarities or 

differences in women’s coping strategies. Finally, further analyses are needed to 

understand how cyberbullying impacts the online learning experiences of 

intersectional groups of marginalized women such as LGBT women.  

Conclusion 

This mixed-methods study explores how undergraduate women with 

cyberbullying experiences adopt defensive coping strategies that chilled their social 

presence in an online class. Specifically, this study looked at how women self-

censored in an online academic discussion board thus limiting their enacted social 

presence. While these self-censorship strategies may protect women from online 
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harassment, they inhibit their equitable participation in online collaborative learning. 

As cyberbullying and online learning become ubiquitous in the lives of undergraduate 

students, online educators and learning environment designs need to consider how 

cyberbullying experiences inform how undergraduate women interact in online 

learning settings. 
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Chapter 6:  Integration of Findings and Conclusions 

In this three-article dissertation, I address the overarching mixed methods 

research question, How do prior cyberbullying experiences relate to women’s social 

presence in online academic discussions, if at all? The first article validated a multi-

item cyberbullying victimization survey instrument for a college student sample. The 

second article presented the scope of victimization and trends in coping strategies 

among victims. The third article compared the enacted social presence of previously 

victimized women to women with no self-reported victimization experience. In this 

chapter, I integrate the findings of my three articles, present implications, and pose 

ideas for future work.  

Integration and Significance of Findings 

Emerging adults, unlike adolescents, have a nuanced understanding of 

cyberbullying in that they differentiate between traditional notions of bullying (such 

as gossip and Mean Statements), Threats of violence and harm, and harassment via 

Image Appropriation enabled by photo-sharing social media platforms. While 

research on adolescents identifies Threats and Image Appropriation as a component 

of cyberbullying, my exploratory factor analysis provided evidence that, to college 

students, these experiences are significantly different latent constructs. Furthermore, 

as presented in Article 2, many (40.67%) college students (i.e., 40.00% of women) 

name their experience as “online harassment.” Clarifying what negative online 

interactions college students do or do not see as cyberbullying is important as the 

field tries to measure cyberbullying experiences (e.g., Dillon et al., 2016), and it 

speaks to how single-item or brief instruments that only ask students about 
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“cyberbullying” might result in students under-disclosing the extent of their 

experiences. As argued in Article 2, this terminology preference aligns with emerging 

adulthood theory and has broad implications for researchers and educators who seek 

to understand and support victims (as I detail below). Combined with the finding that 

students see traditional Mean Comments as being a different latent construct from 

Threats or Image Appropriation, further research is needed to clarify what 

undergraduate women identify as online harassment (such as the work by Dillon et al. 

(2016). By being more attuned to what students think cyberbullying is and is not, 

researchers and campus climate researchers can gather more accurate data. 

Using this valid, multi-factor measure, my second article presents a novel 

measurement of the extent to which undergraduate students experienced the different 

latent factors of cyberbullying victimization. Of particular importance to this chapter 

is the extent of victimization among women. The majority of women (57.45%, or 158 

of 275 who responded to the spring 2019 pre-test survey) had been the victim of at 

least one form of cyberbullying, with cyberbullying via Mean Statements being the 

most common. Echoing Chadha et al., (2020) and Citron’s (2014) work, these 

findings confirm that cyberbullying and online harassment are nearly ubiquitous 

experiences for undergraduate women, an unfortunate new reality that, as most 

women reported, impacts how they engage online.  

 Just as Alipan et al. (2018) and Chadha et al. (2020) found, undergraduate 

women reported adopting defensive coping strategies as a result of their experiences 

with cyberbullying and online harassment. Most women who were victims of 

cyberbullying reported increasing their privacy settings (55.06%) and distancing 
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themselves from their bullies through technical strategies such as defriending and 

blocking their account (65.19%). Alternatively, some women created distance by 

removing themselves from the platform by avoiding or deleting their own account. Of 

women who identified as victims, 41.14% chose not to post online as a result of the 

experience (i.e., the self-reported variable of knowingly self-censoring in online 

spaces). These defensive strategies are a form of self-censorship women adopt to 

perform the role of a nonthreatening and agreeable woman, and only participate in 

safe online conversations and spaces (e.g., Chadha et al., 2020).  

 Considering how victims adopt defensive online strategies, my third article 

reports on my mixed methods investigation of women with differing cyberbullying 

experiences (had experienced cyberbullying via Mean Statement and Rumors vs. 

those who had never) to understand how their experiences might relate to their social 

presence in online discussion boards. Shea et al. 's (2010) social presence codebook 

made it possible to observe patterns in student participation that could not be 

measured by self-reported social presence surveys because students might be biased 

or unreliable about the extent to which they self-censor.  

 Just as women self-censor on social media after experiencing online 

harassment and cyberbullying (e.g., Chadha et al., 2020), I found that women who 

were victims of cyberbullying significantly differed from their non-victimized peers 

in their social presence and the extent to which they engaged in disagreement in the 

discussion board conversations. While all women may practice these self-censorship 

strategies to some degree, there is a significant difference in enacted social presence 

between women who have been cyberbullied and those who have not. To better 



 

91 

 

 

understand the online engagement strategies and social presence of previously 

victimized women, I interviewed two of the women who I observed to further 

develop their cases. By juxtaposing these two representative cases (one woman with 

prior victimization, the other without), there are clear differences in their social 

presence which connect to their concerns about ‘lateral’ surveillance (Manokha, 

2018) and the potential backlash of peers who share an opposing view. As Chadha et 

al., (2020) determined, women’s experiences with online harassment and 

cyberbullying results in their internalization of the lateral surveillance (Andrejevic, 

2011) and judgment they experience on social media and texting, and the 

development of new performative standards for how they should act online to avoid 

harassment. Women perform these defensive strategies to appear agreeable to their 

peers and avoid being noticed and reprimanded, a form of gender performance 

alluded to by Chadha et al., (2020). Unfortunately, while this strategy may work to 

help victims navigate their online social lives, it hinders their equitable participation 

in online discussions. 

Indeed, Jess worried about how disagreements and differing opinions may be 

received by her peers and exclusively exercised agreeableness, civility, and 

“netiquette” (etiquette for online communication) to maintain a positive relationship 

with her peers. This avoidance of disagreement and lower enactment of social 

presence is a form of self-censorship and social performance that hinders Jess from 

fully participating in the collaborative learning experience. Her fear of online 

misunderstandings and the possible chance of drama, limited the extent to which she 
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engaged in the process of learning with their peers, thus hindering her equitable 

participation in the collaborative learning and group cognition.  

In conclusion, to answer the question, How do prior cyberbullying 

experiences relate to women’s social presence in online academic discussions, if at 

all?, I argue that cyberbullying experiences relate to women enacting polite yet 

defensive coping strategies and self-censoring in online academic discussion board 

assignments which, in turn, results in significantly lower social presence than their 

peers. As a result of this lower enacted social presence, women with cyberbullying 

experiences are likely to learn and achieve less in the course and have lower course 

satisfaction (Richardson et al., 2017).  

Instances of cyberbullying among undergraduate students are increasing at the 

same time online and blended learning are becoming more common in undergraduate 

education, particularly as all UMD classes move online in response to coronavirus 

(COVID-19). The scope of cyberbullying victimization and the relationship it has to 

women’s defensive and hindered social presence in online academic discussions 

should be a wake-up call to those in higher education and technology-enhanced 

teaching and learning. The emerging equity issue of women with cyberbullying 

experiences self-censoring when in online discussion boards runs counter to the goals 

of online education for increasing access to learning and ensuring all students have a 

voice in course discussions (Chick & Hassel, 2009). Because of the scope of the 

issue, we in higher education should assume that most students will be victims of 

cyberbullying and design online learning spaces accordingly.  
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Implications 

The goal of my study has been to contribute to our theoretical understanding 

of how cyberbullying impacts the online lives of victimized women, and how those 

impacts may extend into how women behave in online academic discussions. In the 

following section, I provide recommendations to higher education researchers, 

instructors, and administrators to respond to and support cyberbullied women.  

For Researchers  

Research on college student mental health is growing in prominence as 

evidence mounts of how mental health is a predictor of learning, student achievement, 

and retention (e.g., Arria, 2013; Eisenberg, 2009; 2016). Noting the negative mental 

health implications of cyberbullying experiences, I suggest researchers adopt my 

validation of the Patchin and Hinduja (2015) instrument and consider how the three 

latent factors of victimization relate to student mental health and, possibly, and a 

healthy campus climate. I also encourage researchers to use the term “online 

harassment” when working with college students, in addition to “cyberbullying” as it 

is some college students’ preferred term.  

For Practitioners 

Online course designers and instructors must be aware that some women 

students come into class with a defensive performative strategy as a result of prior 

experiences with cyberbullying and online harassment. These women believe online 

harassment is inevitable and cannot be stopped by any policing efforts by website 

authorities or instructors (Chadha et al., 2020). While Bauman and Baldasare (2015) 

found that undergraduate students want instructors to state guidelines against 
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cyberbullying, harassment, and flaming, women know that, while authorities may say 

they will stop or intervene any negative interactions, the bully will just find another 

way to find them (Alipan et al., 2018). Thus, some women may prevent provoking 

any potential bullies by self-censoring.  

Finding that women extend their social media strategies into online academic 

discussions, I recommend practitioners adopt online course design and teaching 

practices that do not resemble social media platforms and, potentially, do not inspire 

women students to engage in the self-censoring and defensive strategies they use on 

those platforms. First, I recommend educators avoid the large-group discussion board 

feature which may invoke students to behave as if they are social media users. 

Second, I recommend that instructors scaffold students’ skills in productive online 

disagreement and normalize this as an acceptable practice in an online academic 

environment. Frameworks like the Rise Model (Wray, 2011) can support students in 

engaging in constructive disagreements online (Lin & Tseng, 2019). From learning 

these frameworks and participating in guided practice, self-censoring students may 

potentially feel more comfortable participating in academic debate. Third, I 

recommend adopting the Brave Spaces facilitation model, particularly the practice of 

establishing group norms and reaching consensus on how the group will resolve 

conflicts (Arao & Clemens, 2013). These recommendations will be elaborated on in 

an upcoming manuscript written in partnership with Louisa Nkrumah (described 

below). These implications are relevant to instructors who teach fully online as well 

as those who use the discussion board features as an element in their hybrid or face-

to-face courses. 
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Limitations 

My study has several limitations. First, because of the study design, I cannot 

draw a causal connection between cyberbullying experiences and lower social 

presence. While the interviews clarified the connection between Crystal and Jess’s 

defensive strategies on social media and their concerns about drama and hurt feelings 

on the online discussion board, we did not have the time to talk through their online 

engagement strategies since the time of their cyberbullying experience to the present 

day. 

Second, my findings are limited in the number of students who chose to 

participate in the interviews. I wish more women had participated so I could have dug 

deeper into these themes. I hypothesize that so few women participated in the 

interviews because they took place in the final weeks of the semester and the 

beginning of summer. Thus, as is normal with research like this, this study left me 

with more questions than answers.  

Third, in my interviews, we did not have time to discuss the severity of their 

cyberbullying experiences and the extent to which the experience upset them. 

Cyberbullying experiences differ as do women’s responses to them. There is no 

global rule across all cyberbullying victims which limits the findings of this study, but 

does open up new areas of research on victims’ responses depending on their 

experience. Adding to this limitation, is that the field has not yet reached consensus of 

the duration that the average victim alters their online behavior in response to 

cyberbullying (e.g., Adams & Lawrence, 2011, Holt et al., 2014). Because this 
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research is still in its infancy, we do not know if these coping strategies are life-long 

or a month-long.  

Finally, as addressed in Chapter 2, my data is biased by student’s desire to 

distance themselves from terms and experiences that make them feel vulnerable, 

weak, or like an adolescent (Arnett, 2000). For this reason, the percent of students 

who reported experiencing cyberbullying and the defensive strategies they adopt 

could be higher (or lower) than that which was captured by my survey.  

Future Research and Writing 

The three articles in my dissertation were only a slice of my larger study on 

undergraduates cyberbullying experiences, social media use, and online discussion 

board participation. In the next year, I will continue my analysis and writing alone the 

line of inquiry posed in the dissertation and branch out into other issues of social 

media culture as it pertains to undergraduate student life.  

Online Teaching and Learning 

1. With Louisa Nkrumah, an online instructional designer at the University of 

Maryland’s Teaching and Learning Transformation Center, I am writing a 

journal article on online teaching practices that support inclusive and equitable 

online academic discussions.  

2. I will extend my observation analysis of the nine women to explore the 

relationship between their cyberbullying victimization experiences, their self-

reported social presence, and their enacted social presence. This article 

triangulates the findings of the two social presence measures and offers a 

critique of Community of Inquiry literature.  



 

97 

 

 

3. Currently, little research exists on the self-reported or enacted social presence 

of Women of Color. My preliminary findings suggest that Women of Color, 

particularly Black and African American women, report significantly lower 

social presence than other racial subgroups of women. This finding opens the 

door to discussing how gender and race is constructed online and how it 

shapes students’ social presence in online courses.  

Social Media Experiences 

4. I will explore students’ self-reported experiences witnessing cyberbullying 

and connect my findings to the larger body of literature on online parasocial 

relationships (e.g., Robinson, 2016) and the impact of seeing a friend, 

acquaintance, or celebrity be cyberbullied. 

5. Student survey respondents shared their engagement on social media 

platforms which might shed light on patterns of victimization and the 

communities that most experience cyberbullying.  

I seek to continue this line of inquiry by engaging in  future data collection projects.  

1. I am partnering with the University of Maryland’s Department of Fraternity 

and Sorority Life to co-design cyberbullying reporting processes, policies, and 

communication materials. Greek Life is a good partner to do this work 

because Greek students are highly engaged in campus affairs and 

cyberbullying is a major issue among Greek organizations (Simmons, 

Bauman, & Ives, 2015). I seek to conduct a co-design session (e.g., Guha et 

al., 2013) with these students as well as the university staff who support 

cyberbullying victims (i.e., student judicial programs staff, Greek organization 
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advisors). In partnership with the Coordinator for Fraternity Life, Christine 

Licata, I recently applied for a NASPA Technology Knowledge Community 

Small Research Grant.  

2. I seek to further interview undergraduates about their social media and 

cyberbullying experiences using a narrative inquiry approach (Mertova & 

Webster, 2019). From these discussions, I will explore how undergraduates 

differentiate between cyberbullying and online harassment, and how they 

make decisions about how to respond to cyberbullying, who to tell, and how 

to engage in future online discussions.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, cyberbullying is a growing issue in higher education that does not have 

an easy solution. We cannot stop cyberbullying nor can we put a Band-Aid on the 

wounds created by cyberbullying. Using the framing of Harvard Kennedy School 

professor, Ronald Heifetz, cyberbullying is an adaptive problem, not a technical one 

(Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). Thus, to solve this issue, we must adapt how we 

understand the role of cyberbullying across the learning experience and respond by 

rethinking how students and teachers interact in relation to online social media 

culture. For example, we must rethink how we prepare students to behave online, how 

we respond to cyberbullies and trolls, how we foster online communities, and how we 

validate the hurtful things that happen online as being as “real” as what happens off-

line. Higher education must rethink the adage that “sticks and stone can break my 

bones, but words can never hurt me” if we want to provide all learners with equitable 

online learning opportunities.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Pre-Test Survey (Relevant Items) 

University Email Address 

What is your University Email Address (example: username@university.edu)? _____ 

 

Course Information 

Which Course are you currently taking? [Select one]: [Dropdown list] 

 

Who is your instructor? [Smart dropdown list of instructors], Other/write in: ___ 

 

Which section are you in? [Smart dropdown list of sections], Other/write in: ___ 

 

Cyberbullying Victimization 

Thinking of some experiences that might happen to people when they use the internet, 

how much of a problem, if at all, is cyber harassment or cyberbullying? Scale: Major 

problem, minor problem, not a problem 

 

Priming Text: “Cyberbullying is when someone intentionally and repeatedly 

harasses, mistreats, or makes fun of another person online or while using cell phones 

or other electronic devices.” (Patchin & Hinduja, 2015, pg. 72).  

Have you experienced any of the following within the previous 30 days? (Patchin & 

Hinduja, 2015). Scale: never, once, a few times, several times, and many times. 

1. I have been cyberbullied. 

2. Someone posted mean or hurtful comments about me online. 

3. Someone posted a mean or hurtful picture online of me online. 

4. Someone posted a mean or hurtful video online of me online. 

5. Someone created a mean or hurtful web page about me. 

6. Someone spread rumors about me online. 

7. Someone threatened to hurt me through a cell phone text message.  

8. Someone threatened to hurt me online. 

9. Someone pretended to be me online and acted in a way that was mean or hurtful. 

 

If they select at least one experience above topic:  

When did the most recent experience take place? Within this semester, Within the last 

year, 1 – 2 years ago, over 2 years ago. 

 

Did this experience cause you to take any of the following steps regarding your own 

online presence? [Check all that apply]  

- Set up or adjust your privacy settings 

- Changed any information in your online profiles 

- Chose not to post something online 

- Stopped using a certain online service 
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- Something else [TEXT BOX] 

- None of these [EXCLUSIVE PUNCH] 

 

Which, if any, of the following did you do? [Check all that apply] 

- Withdrew from an online forum  

- Unfriended or blocked the person 

- Confronted the person online 

- Changed your username or deleted your profile 

- Discussed the problem online in order to draw support for yourself 

- Reported the person responsible to the website or online service 

- Stopped attending certain offline events or places 

- Reported the problem to law enforcement 

- Reported the problem to an employer, school, or local official 

- Confronted the person face to face, via text, or phone call 

- Other [TEXT BOX] 

 

Still thinking about your most recent experience, do you consider what happened to 

you to be “online harassment,” cyberbullying, or not? Scale: Yes - online harassment, 

Yes - cyberbullying, No, Not sure  

 

Demographics 

I identify as a (check all): Man, Woman, Other: Write In. 

 

On average, how would you describe your presentation: Very feminine, Mostly 

feminine, Somewhat feminine, Equally feminine and masculine, Somewhat masculine, 

Mostly masculine, Very masculine 

 

Do you consider yourself to be part of the LGBTQ community? Yes, No, Prefer not to 

disclose, Other: Write in____ 

  

What is your ethnic origin? (Select all that apply): 

American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian/Asian-American, Black/African American, 

Hispanic/Latinx, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, White/ European 

American, Other (Please enter) ___________, Prefer not to disclose. 

 

In what college or school are you pursuing a major? [Dropdown list] 

 

Which of the following applies to you? Neither of my parents attended or completed 

college., At least one of my parents attended college, but neither parent completed a 

degree., At least one of my parents completed college., Unsure, Prefer not to disclose. 

 

Did you receive a Pell Grant with your federal student aid package?: Yes, No, Unsure, 

Prefer not to disclose. 

 

Did you transfer to the [University]?: Yes, I transferred from a community college., 

Yes, I transferred from another four-year institution., No, I am not a transfer student. 
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Are you an international student? Yes, I am a Foreign/ International student (Please 

enter home country, country of citizenship, or country of origin): __________, No, I 

would prefer not to disclose. 

 

What year are you (or approximate class rank based on credits completed)?  

Scale: Freshman/First Year, Sophomore, Junior, Senior, Other (Please enter): _____ 
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Appendix B: Discussion Board Prompts during Observations  

Week 1, Prompt 1: "Proposal Writing Discussion" (February 27 2019) 

Please answer the following questions in paragraph format, single-spaced, in 

approximately 250-500 words. 

  

What industry do you want to be involved in? 

What sort of position do you want? What do you want your day-to-day work to be 

like? 

What sorts of companies/organizations are you interested in working for? 

How does proposal writing fit into your desired industry/professional life? 

For this last question, do some online research to support your answer. 

When you find examples and other resources, provide URLs and describe. 

To receive full credit: please respond to at least one classmate, perhaps someone in 

the same field as you. When available, click on the URLs they provided and build on 

the summary they provided. 

 

Week 1, Prompt 2: "Proposal Writing Discussion, Version 2" (March 1 2019) 

Based on your work on Extended Definition - Final Submission and your 

consideration of resources including What Do Technical Communicators Need to 

Know About Information Design? Discussion 1, by now it should be clear how 

important document design and organization is to the overall readability of your 

writing. Going forward, I want you to think about these issues in (almost) everything 

that you write, including your discussion posts (at least for this course). 

 

For Proposal Writing Discussion, some of you divided your responses into at least a 

couple of manageable paragraphs. Many of you did not. In a second draft to be 

submitted here, I want you to take your original post and reconsider how you 

organized (or didn't organize) your original response. Furthermore, how might 

headers, lists, bold/italics, and other features/techniques make your post more 

readable? There is no need to re-write the actual text here (though you may if you 

want to). The main goal is to think about all the document design and organization 

features we've been working on and apply them to a space like a discussion post. 

 

For full credit: after submitting your revised/re-formatted discussion post, please 

choose one of your classmate's new submissions and describe the ways in which it 

has been designed effectively, also offering ideas for what might be done to further 

enhance. 

 

Week 2, Prompt 3: "Recommendation Report Writing Discussion" (April 12 2019) 

As you will likely see throughout your careers, not only are there a variety of 

technical document formats/genres, but there are numerous way each of these formats 
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are interpreted by various stakeholders (just as we saw with proposal writing. Writing 

with your audience in mind, which is what this course is all about, means keeping in 

mind both the basic conventions of different document types as well as the specific 

needs of the intended audience. 

 

Now that you've familiarized yourself with the recommendation format, search and 

identify at least one example (different than the ones already provided in this course) 

of a recommendation report having something to do with your intended 

career/industry. 

 

Provide a URL and a 1-2 paragraph summary of the document you found. 

Compare the structure of the recommendation report you've found to the structure of 

Final Project - Final Submission. If they are different in some way (which likely they 

are), describe the differences. 

To receive full credit: please respond to at least one classmate, clicking on the URL 

they provided and building on the summary they provided. 

 

Week 3, Prompt 4: "Social Media Infographic Discussion" (April 15 2019) 

Building on all of our work regarding audiences, social media, and information 

design, soon you will be designing Social Media Infographic - First Draft. You have 

already looked at several infographics in our VoiceThread assignments. For this 

assignment, you will use Canva (https://www.canva.com/ (Links to an external site.)).  

 

While your draft isn't due yet, it will be helpful to spend time looking at these 

resources now to determine which one you might be most comfortable using, though 

all are intended to be very user-friendly. 

 

STEP 1: Please watch the following video on designing infographics. 

 

YouTube Video:  

Infographics (Links to an external site) 

STEP 2: Find an example of an infographic online and post it here (embed the image, 

don't just provide a link), then use that infographic to discuss something that you 

learned from the video above. You may also refer to the additional resources provided 

below, in addition to previous reading, activities and/or specific examples. 

 

For instructions on uploading an image to a discussion post, go here (Links to an 

external site.). 

 2-3 paragraphs.  

 

STEP 3: please respond to at least one classmate, agreeing or disagreeing, providing 

explanation/examples. 
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Appendix C: Codebook of Indicators of Social Presence 

Revised by Shea et al., (2010) 
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Appendix D: Post-Test Survey (Relevant Items Only) 

A5. Post-Test Survey Instrument 

 

University Email Address 

What is your University Email Address (example: username@university.edu)? _____ 

 

Course Information 

Which Course are you currently taking? [Select one]: [Dropdown list] 

 

Who is your instructor? [Smart dropdown list of instructors], Other/write in: ___ 

 

Which section are you in? [Smart dropdown list of sections], Other/write in: ___ 

 

Social Presence 

Community of Inquiry - Survey Items on Social Presence (Arbaugh, et al., 2008): 

Scale: Strongly disagree (1), disagree (2), neither agree nor disagree (3), agree (4), 

strongly agree (5). To what extent do you agree with the following phrases about this 

course? 

1. Getting to know other course participants gave me a sense of belonging in the 

course. 

2. I was able to form distinct impressions of some course participants. 

3. Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for social 

interaction. 

4. I felt comfortable conversing through the online medium. 

5. I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions. 

6. I felt comfortable interacting with other course participants. 

7. I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still 

maintaining a sense of trust. 

8. I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other course participants. 

9. Online discussions help me to develop a sense of collaboration. 

 

Would you like to explain any of your responses? Please use the space below. [Open 

answer] 

 

Demographics 

I identify as a (check all): Man, Woman, Other: Write In. 

 

On average, how would you describe your presentation: Very feminine, Mostly 

feminine, Somewhat feminine, Equally feminine and masculine, Somewhat masculine, 

Mostly masculine, Very masculine 

 

Do you consider yourself to be part of the LGBTQ community? Yes, No, Prefer not to 

disclose, Other: Write in____ 
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What is your ethnic origin? (Select all that apply): 

American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian/Asian-American, Black/African American, 

Hispanic/Latinx, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, White/ European 

American, Other (Please enter) ___________, Prefer not to disclose. 

 

In what college or school are you pursuing a major? [Dropdown] 

 

Which of the following applies to you? Neither of my parents attended or completed 

college., At least one of my parents attended college, but neither parent completed a 

degree., At least one of my parents completed college., Unsure, Prefer not to disclose. 

 

Did you receive a Pell Grant with your federal student aid package?: Yes, No, Unsure, 

Prefer not to disclose. 

 

Did you transfer to the [University]?: Yes, I transferred from a community college., 

Yes, I transferred from another four-year institution., No, I am not a transfer student. 

 

Are you an international student? Yes, I am a Foreign/ International student (Please 

enter home country, country of citizenship, or country of origin): __________, No, I 

would prefer not to disclose. 

 

What year are you (or approximate class rank based on credits completed)?  

Scale: Freshman/First Year, Sophomore, Junior, Senior, Other (Please enter): _____ 
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol 

Read Aloud 

The purpose of the interview is to understand the lived experiences of women 

undergraduate students who are enrolled in online Professional Writing courses, and 

the role of their prior experiences with peer discussion online. Participants will 

receive $10 in cash. The conversation will be audio recorded and transcribed. 

The participant will receive a consent form. The facilitator will review the 

consent form and explicitly point out that the session will be recorded, that the 

participant is free to stop participating at any time, and that any information gained 

from the session will be anonymized (i.e., the participants’ identities will remain 

confidential). Participants who sign the consent form will indicate that they are 18 

years old or above, and that they agree to participate. Participants will be informed 

that the interview will last one hour. At the end of the interview, participants will be 

provided with a handout containing cyberbullying support resources.  

 

Overall Online Experience 

1. Why did you sign up for the online section? 

2. On a scale of 1 – 10, with 10 being the highest, how satisfied were you with 

this online course?  

 

Social Presence Questions: 

Next, I’m going to ask you questions about your survey responses 

 

Posttest Survey Items 

Posttest 

Response

s 

Getting to know other course participants gave me a sense of 

belonging in the course. (1)  

I was able to form distinct impressions of some course 

participants. (2)  

Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for 

social interaction. (3)  

I felt comfortable conversing through the online medium. (4)  

I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions. (5)  

I felt comfortable interacting with other course participants. (6)  

I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while 

still maintaining a sense of trust. (7)  

I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other course 

participants. (8)  

Online discussions help me to develop a sense of collaboration. (9)  

 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1G649QFS9RpGxiUq54mG1-z1A4PL-WXqp&authuser=vbyrne@umd.edu
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Affective -  “Affective expression is the ability of online learners to project 

themselves through such text-based verbal behaviors as the use of para-language, 

self-disclosure, humor, and other expressions of emotion and values” (Boston Díaz, 

Gibson, Ice, Richardson, & Swan, 2010, pg. 68). Please respond to these survey 

questions. Why did you choose this response?   

1. “Getting to know other course participants gave me a sense of belonging in 

the course.” 

2.  “I was able to form distinct impressions of some course participants.” 

3.  “Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for social 

interaction.”  

4. Can you think of an instance during the class discussions when you enacted 

Affective communication? Tell me about that.  

 

Open Communication: “Open communication refers to the provision of a risk-free 

learning climate in which participants trust one another enough to reveal themselves” 

Please respond to these survey questions. Why did you choose this response? 

1. “I felt comfortable conversing through the online medium.” 

2. “I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions.” 

3. “I felt comfortable interacting with other course participants.” 

4. Can you think of an instance during the class discussions when you enacted 

Open Communication? Tell me about that.  

 

Group Cohesion: “Group cohesion refers to the development of a group identity and 

the ability of participants in the learning community to collaborate meaningfully” 

(Boston, Díaz, Gibson, Ice, Richardson, & Swan, 2010, pg. 68). 

Please respond to these survey questions. Why did you choose this response?    

5. “I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still 

maintaining a sense of trust.” 

6. “I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other course participants.” 

7.  “Online discussions help me to develop a sense of collaboration.” 

8. Can you think of an instance during the class discussions when you enacted 

Group Cohesion communication? Tell me about that.  

 

Chilling Questions 

1. Briefly, what did you think about when you were preparing to post to the 

course discussion?  

2. Did you ever draft a message but not actually post it? If so, why? 

3. Did you ever hold back from posting an opinion? A disagreement? If so, why? 
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