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Abstract

The Preventing Relational Aggression in Schools Everyday (PRAISE) Program is a school-based program that has shown
promise for reducing aggression. PRAISE, 20-session classroom-based universal prevention program, was designed to be
appropriate and responsive to the needs of youth within the urban school context. A preliminary trial of PRAISE evinced
positive effects for girls but was less effective for boys. Following the trial, the PRAISE program was adapted to enhance
its impact for boys while maintaining its impact for girls. The current paper describes the changes and a new 3-school trial
of the PRAISE program that examines its impact on subgroups. Results indicate that girls in PRAISE classrooms showed
improvements in knowledge of social problem-solving strategies (SIP), reductions in hostile attributions (HAB), decreases
in relational aggression, and suppression of overt aggression. Boys in PRAISE classrooms showed decreases in relational
aggression and improvements in academic engagement, but no improvement in knowledge of SIP or HAB. Pooled analyses
comparing boys’ results from the initial trial and the current trial showed significant improvements in relational aggression
and relational HAB with no differences in overt aggression, overt HAB, or SIP knowledge. Taken together, this iterative

adaptation of PRAISE overcame many subgroup differences in program effects.

Children living in under-resourced urban communities
face a number of challenges to their health and well-being.
They are exposed to acute and chronic stressors, such as
community violence, poverty, and limited access to qual-
ity education (Burke et al., 2011; Esposito, 1999). While
many children are resilient despite these stressors, they are
at greater risk for developing aggressive behaviors (Romero
et al., 2015). Peer aggression and violence are more com-
mon in urban, under-resourced schools (Connell et al., 2015;
Zhang et al., 2018), creating a school climate where students
may feel unsafe and have more difficulty learning (Janosz
et al., 2008; Milam et al., 2010). High levels of aggression
are associated with numerous negative concurrent and long-
term impacts for all youth, including those who are per-
petrators, victims, and bystanders (e.g., Arseneault, 2018;
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Lambe et al., 2017; Moore et al., 2017; Strgm et al., 2013;
Ttofi et al., 2012; Wolke et al., 2013). Effective prevention
programming to reduce aggressive behaviors among youth
in urban under-resourced communities should improve these
students’ emotional well-being and academic engagement.

Aggressive behaviors take many forms, including overt
(i.e., physical and verbal actions, such as hitting, pushing,
verbal threats, name-calling) and relational (e.g., gossiping,
excluding others), both of which contribute to a host of nega-
tive psychosocial and academic outcomes (Coyne & Ostrov,
2018; Crick, 1995). Relational aggression has emerged as
particularly important to address given that it can quickly
escalate into overt aggression and negatively influence the
social and academic climate of schools, specifically in urban
communities (e.g., Farrell et al., 2007; Waasdorp et al., 2013,
2019). A review of published school-based prevention pro-
grams found that there are 14 programs that either focus on
relational aggression or measure program impacts on rela-
tional aggression (Leff et al., 2018); however, some of these
programs are no longer publicly available or are no longer
being implemented (Waasdorp et al., 2021). Of the programs
that have shown promise, there is evidence that they may work
better for White youth in suburban schools (see Waasdorp
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et al., 2021 for a review). Urban, under-resourced schools
often have high needs for programming yet have implemen-
tation difficulties and reduced effectiveness of aggression pre-
vention programs (Black & Washington, 2008; Domitrovich
et al., 2008).

The Preventing Relational Aggression in Schools Eve-
ryday (PRAISE) Program fills an important niche, as a
classroom-based, universal program for 3rd—5th grade stu-
dents, aimed at reducing relational and overt aggression
among culturally diverse students in under-resourced urban
schools (Leff et al., 2010b). PRAISE was developed through
a community-based participatory research (CBPR) method
in which empirically grounded strategies were adapted
based on extensive feedback from student and school key
stakeholders (e.g., Arora et al., 2017; Nastasi et al., 2004).
This method was used to ensure a strong scientific ground-
ing combined with relatability and relevance for youth and
teachers in urban under-resourced schools, thus leading to a
stronger and more culturally sensitive program (e.g., Arora
et al., 2017; Nastasi et al., 2004).

Original PRAISE Program

At the core of PRAISE are 20 classroom lessons deliv-
ered by program facilitators (trained graduate students)
in collaboration with classroom teachers. These 40-min
lessons teach students to understand different types of
friendship problems (i.e., physical, verbal, social, and
cyber), identify feelings, use calming-down strategies,
interpret others’ intentions accurately, and make care-
fully considered choices for responding to potential
aggression. Similar to other aggression prevention pro-
grams (Ttofi & Farrington, 2011), PRAISE also has les-
sons designed to help students increase empathy for vic-
timized peers, improve perspective-taking, and become
empowered as positive bystanders. PRAISE makes use of
multiple teaching modalities, including didactic instruc-
tion, role plays, cartoon activities, written reflections,
and video illustrations that reflect the cultural diversity
of the students for whom the program is designed (Leff
et al., 2010b). Program facilitators provide classroom
teachers with an orientation to the PRAISE concepts and
teaching modalities prior to program start-up and hold
brief weekly check-ins with teachers during program
implementation to co-prepare for the PRAISE lessons.
PRAISE addresses reactive aggression by teaching stu-
dents who may be provoked to recognize signs of physi-
ological arousal and choose from a menu of strategies to
calm themselves down before responding. Calming oneself
down to better assess the situation helps students more care-
fully identify and enact an appropriate response in conflict
situations. Finally, PRAISE addresses proactive aggression

by working to increase positive bystander behavior. Through
role-plays and discussions, facilitators and teachers help stu-
dents consider and practice different ways of taking action—
whether verbally or non-verbally—to show they disapprove
of mean or aggressive behavior. This component of the pro-
gram is aimed at making the classroom climate less tolerant
of aggression, which in turn will decrease proactive aggres-
sion. By teaching both individual and classroom-level strate-
gies for reducing aggression, the program is comprehensive
in scope and impact.

The preliminary effectiveness of PRAISE was examined
in a small randomized controlled trial across ten 3rd and 4th
grade classrooms in one large urban elementary school. Stu-
dents were randomized at the classroom level to an interven-
tion (PRAISE) or control condition (standard school prac-
tice) (N=227, 115 of these students were in intervention
classrooms) (Leff et al., 2010b). Results indicated that the
program was effective for girls who are relationally aggres-
sive, as well as those who are not. Specifically, there were
suppression effects in relational (d=1.38) and overt aggres-
sion (d=3.13) and increases in knowledge of social informa-
tion processing and anger management (d=.63) for relation-
ally aggressive girls in PRAISE classrooms as compared to
relationally aggressive girls in control classrooms. There was
also a suppression effect for relational aggression (d=.60)
in non-relationally aggressive girls in PRAISE classrooms
as compared to non-relationally aggressive girls in control
classrooms. In contrast, the program was not associated with
improvements for boys across most measures. Given these
findings, we set out to adapt and improve the program so that
it would favorably impact both boys and gitls.

Adaptations to the PRAISE Program
Changes to Classroom Lesson Content

In order to enhance and expand the impact of the PRAISE
program, especially for boys, we sought feedback from pro-
gram participants and school stakeholders. We conducted
interviews with students, teachers, lunch-recess supervisors,
and administrators regarding the perceived meaningfulness,
importance, and effectiveness of the PRAISE content and
format for reducing aggression among both boys and girls. A
CBPR approach was used to ensure the cultural relevance of
the program to our target population. Based on stakeholder
input, we added more pertinent examples of relational and
verbal aggression that would have relevance to boys. These
included aggression that occurs in chaotic lunchrooms, the
dilemmas faced by bystanders of all-too-frequent hallway
aggression, and conflicts that start as “play fighting,” (i.e.,
roughhousing) and sometimes escalate into more serious
physical aggression (e.g., Richards, 2016). We also added an
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assertiveness strategy (i.e., “say it strong”) to help students
calmly but assertively let others know that they do not agree
with their aggressive words or behavior. For some youth, and
especially boys, this serves as a more viable alternative to
fighting than strategies like “ignoring” or “walking away,” in
a culture that values toughness and standing up for oneself
(e.g., Belgrave & Brevard, 2015).

Additional changes resulted from an in-depth review of
all examples and vignettes used in the program, including
in role-plays, cartoons, and videos. Revisions were made so
that there was an equal representation of boys and girls in the
program content and supplemental teaching modalities. We
also added broader coverage of “positive bystander strate-
gies” (e.g., standing with the victim or telling the perpetrator
to stop the aggression) across the lessons because bystanders
have such a powerful role in the prevention or maintenance
of aggressive behaviors (e.g., Salmivalli et al., 1996, 2011).
This change ensures that less aggressive students have
ample opportunity to engage with the program and apply
PRAISE strategies, given that the bystander experience is
almost universal and quite relevant for all students. Also,
the prevention of bullying (i.e., repeated aggression that is
carried out in the context of a power differential between the
perpetrator and the victim) (e.g., Polanin et al., 2012) is a
goal of PRAISE in addition to addressing aggression, which
further supports the increased coverage of positive bystander
behavior as a key bullying prevention strategy.

Addressing Multiple School Settings

Feedback from our school partners also reinforced what has
been shown in studies of school-based bullying prevention
programs, which is that whole-school, multi-component pro-
grams are the most successful for reducing aggressive behav-
iors (e.g., Ttofi & Farrington, 2011). To enhance its impact
and reach, PRAISE was expanded beyond the facilitator-led
classroom lessons to integrate staff in other school settings
where aggression occurs (e.g., lunchroom, playground, and
hallways) and provide students with staff-supported oppor-
tunities for practicing and generalizing PRAISE strategies
across school settings where they are most needed. Two new
procedures were added to PRAISE, including first, the addi-
tion of lunch-recess supervisor trainings. By teaching these
staff members the same PRAISE strategies the students are
learning, they are better able to notice, support, and reinforce
students’ application of positive coping strategies during
lunch and recess periods.

The second new procedure is a (series of) “connections
meeting(s)” for 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade teachers and lunch-
recess supervisors, which is important given that lunch-
recess staff are often paraprofessionals with less official
standing within the school (Leff et al., 2003, 2004). These
cross-discipline meetings help create a shared vocabulary
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inclusive of PRAISE strategies and dedicated time to com-
municate about student behavior, which can be hard to
accomplish in under-resourced schools. An additional point
of connection involves lunch-recess supervisors attending
one or two PRAISE classroom lessons with teachers and
students. Lunch-recess supervisors observe PRAISE instruc-
tion firsthand, and their presence helps elevate their status as
trusted members of the PRAISE team who work with teach-
ers to reduce aggression and bullying. Altogether, shared
knowledge and collaboration help diverse school staff turn
behavior management interactions with challenging students
into teachable moments using PRAISE coping strategies.

Overview of the Current Study

The goal of this study was to examine the impact of the
adapted PRAISE program on reducing aggression and enhanc-
ing problem-solving. This study also explored the impact of
the program on academic engagement, given that reducing
aggression and improving the school climate has been associ-
ated with improved academic outcomes in several other studies
(e.g., Konishi et al., 2017; Lacey & Cornell, 2013; Low & Van
Ryzin, 2014). Finally, we examined whether gender moder-
ated effects for the adapted program as it did for the original
program.

Method
Sample and Procedure

Three urban, under-resourced elementary schools were
recruited to participate in a trial of the adapted PRAISE
program. All aspects of the study were approved by both
the authors’ institutional review board and the participat-
ing school district’s office of research and evaluation. The
authors of this manuscript were involved in the design of
the program but not in the delivery of the intervention (see
limitations for additional discussion regarding research alle-
giance and blinding). In the three schools, all 3rd—5th grade
teachers volunteered to participate and provided consent.
For 3rd-5th grade students, PRAISE programmatic activi-
ties were approved at the district level as standard educa-
tional practice, so written parental consent was not required
to receive the classroom lessons (i.e., every student in par-
ticipating classrooms received the program). For students to
complete measures, two consent methods were approved by
the research review boards over the course of the study (see
Fig. 1). Two of the schools required written parental con-
sent and student assent, resulting in 205 out of 299 (69.6%)
students completing measures. In the third school, admin-
istrators requested a waiver of parental permission with a
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3 Elementary Schools

/

2 Elementary Schools
299 3 and 4™ graders
(Parent Active Consent; Student Assent)

A

205 Consented and Assented students
(68.6% of eligible)

121 Intervention
Students

84 Control
Students

205 Students in the analytic sample
(100.0% of consented;
68.6% of eligible)

1 Elementary School
145 4" and 5" graders
(Waiver of Parental Permission w/
Opt-out; Student Assent)

148 Students did not have parents
optout and provided assent
(100% of eligible)

|

75 Control Students

73 Intervention
Students

148 Students in the analytic sample

353 Total students in the analytic
sample
159 Control and 194 received PRAISE

Fig. 1 Procedural arms, sample sizes, and consent and data completion rates

parental opt-out and verbal student assent, resulting in 148
students completing measures. No parents opted their chil-
dren out of the measures in this school.

Randomization at the school or classroom level varied
based on school administrator request. Specifically, in the
two schools with written consent, the 3rd and 4th grades
were randomized by classroom into intervention (PRAISE)
or control (standard school practice) conditions. In the one
school with the waiver of parental permission and parental
opt-out procedure, the 4th and 5th grades were randomized
by grade, such that all 4th grade classrooms were assigned to
the intervention, and all 5th grade classrooms were assigned
to the control condition. At the request of the school admin-
istrator, this allowed for consistent grade-level programming
and an ability to compare program impact in one grade ver-
sus another. The recruitment and randomization flexibility
our team demonstrated with the third school is consistent
with a CBPR approach in which research is conducted in a
manner that addresses schools’ needs.

In total, there were 353 student participants in 15 class-
rooms across the three schools, with 159 in the control
condition and 194 who received PRAISE. The sample
was 53.7% female and 96.6% African American/Black.
Regarding grade, 26.9% were in 3rd, 39.9% were in 4th,

and 33.1% were in 5th grade. PRAISE classroom lessons
were implemented with adequate fidelity to treatment
(80% of core content and 78% of core process was imple-
mented fully) as rated by trained research team members
who observed 20% of all lessons in each intervention
classroom.

Measures
Aggression

The Relational Aggression and Physical Aggression sub-
scales of the teacher-reported Children’s Social Behavior
Questionnaire (Crick, 1996) were used to assess children’s
levels of aggressive behavior. This measure has been used
in numerous prior studies (e.g., Rosen & Underwood, 2010;
Wang et al., 2011; Weyns et al., 2017) and demonstrates
strong reliability, including with samples of urban minor-
ity youth (Crick, 1996; Leff et al., 2009, 2015, 2010a, b).
Strong internal consistency was found in the current sample
for the physical (¢ =.96) and relational (@ =.96) aggression
subscales.
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Knowledge of Social Problem-Solving

The Knowledge of Anger Problem-Solving Measure (KAPS;
Leff et al., 2010a) is a 15-item multiple choice self-report
measure that assesses students’ general knowledge of social
problem-solving steps, following the Crick (1996) social
information processing (SIP) model of aggression. Students
choose one answer per item and receive one point for each
correct response. [tems are summed to derive a total score
ranging from 1 through 15. This measure has been used in
prior studies and shown strong ecological and convergent
validity and good test-rest reliability within similar samples
(Leff et al., 2010a).

Hostile Attribution

The Cartoon-Based Hostile Attributional Bias (HAB) meas-
ure (Leff et al., 2006, 2011), an adaptation of the Crick et al.
HAB measure (Crick, 1995; Crick et al., 2002), was used
to assess student’s HAB in hypothetical ambiguous conflict
situations. The measure presents traditional written vignettes
accompanied by cartoon illustrations that are either rela-
tionally or physically provocative in nature (see Leff et al.,
2010a, b for more details regarding measures). There are 5
relational vignettes and 5 physical vignettes; students are
asked to select from two intentional and two unintentional
options why they think something happened and, whether
the provocateur was trying to be mean or not. A point is
given for selections that are categorized as intentional. The
HAB measure has shown strong psychometric properties in
prior studies (e.g., Leff et al., 2015), high levels of accept-
ability among urban minority youth (Leff et al., 2006), and
good reliability in the current sample (relational o =.78 and
physical a=.78).

Academic Engagement

Teacher perceptions of students’ academic engagement were
measured using the Engagement subscale of the Academic
Competence Evaluation Scales (DiPerna & Elliott, 1999)
and items include, for example, “participates in class discus-
sions,” “volunteers to read aloud,” and “asks questions when
confused.” All 8 items were averaged to create a composite
score. Prior studies of this subscale demonstrated its strong
psychometric properties (DiPerna et al., 2002; Elliott et al.,
2004). In the current sample, the Engagement subscale dem-
onstrated adequate internal consistency (a=.98).

Analytical Plan
First, descriptive analyses on the variables of interest at

baseline were conducted using T-tests to examine gender
differences. Second, analyses of covariance (ANCOVA),
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controlling for baseline performance, and consent process
(i.e., whether the school used parent opt-out or active con-
sent procedures) were used to compare post-intervention
scores between treated and untreated children across all vari-
ables of interest. Third, gender differences in these effects
were examined. Finally, in order to explore a direct compari-
son between the boys from the prior trial and the boys from
this current trial, data from measures that were used in both
trials (i.e., all but academic engagement) were pooled and
analyzed using multiple regression to compare intervention
effects for the boys. The following variables were included
in the regression model: intervention status (0 = control,
1 =intervention), type of trial (0 =previous, 1 =present), and
interaction between intervention status and type of trial, with
baseline performance as a covariate.

Results
Descriptive Data

T-test results revealed significant gender differences in
overt and relational HAB (zs=3.42 and 2.09, ps <.05), SIP
knowledge (r=2.64, p <.01), teacher-rated overt aggres-
sion (t= —3.77, p<.001), and academic engagement
(t=4.85, p<.001) at baseline. There was no significant
difference by gender in teacher-rated relational aggression
(t=.08, p>.05). Specifically, girls had higher baseline
levels of overt and relational HAB, greater knowledge of
SIP, and higher levels of academic engagement, yet a lower
baseline level of teacher-rated overt aggression, and no
significant difference from boys in terms of teacher-rated
relational aggression.

Program Effects
HAB

As shown in Table 1, children who received the PRAISE
program had significantly lower post-treatment overt and
relational HAB as compared to control classrooms, after
controlling for baseline levels (d=.31 and .29). Specifically,
for the children who received the PRAISE program, overt
and relational HAB scores decreased significantly from pre-
to post-intervention, whereas those in the control classrooms
showed either a smaller decrease (relational HAB) or an
increase (overt HAB) from pre- to post-intervention.

Overt and Relational Aggression

Children within PRAISE classrooms had significantly lower
post-treatment relational aggression scores as compared
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Table 1 Pre— and post- Pre-Intervention Post-intervention
intervention scores across
primary study outcomes Outcome variable M SD M SD F(1, 325) Cohen's d
HAB-overt
Intervention 2.21 1.53 1.80 1.52 8.10%* 31
Control 2.18 1.50 2.24 1.56
HAB-relational
Intervention 2.75 1.28 1.99 1.41 6.74% .29
Control 2.67 1.29 2.33 1.45
TCSB-overt
Intervention 1.92 1.10 1.97 1.08 3.66" 21
Control 1.90 1.00 2.04 .96
TCSB-relational
Intervention 2.01 .99 1.94 1.03 14.46%** 41
Control 2.01 .96 2.19 .82
SIP knowledge
Intervention 6.03 2.69 6.78 3.25 5.17% 24
Control 5.97 2.80 5.79 3.14
Academic engagement
Intervention 29.83 8.80 30.29 9.04 11.14%3% .36
Control 30.06 8.58 28.28 9.00

“p<.05; “p<.01; p<.001
p=.05

to control classrooms after controlling for baseline levels
(d=.41). There was a marginally significant difference in
overt aggression between the intervention group and the
control group (d=.21).

Knowledge of SIP and Academic Engagement

Knowledge of SIP and academic engagement were signifi-
cantly higher post-intervention for children who received
PRAISE than for those in the control classrooms, after sta-
tistically controlling for baseline levels (d=.24 and .36).
Specifically, for the children in the intervention classrooms,
knowledge of SIP and academic engagement increased from
baseline to post-intervention, whereas levels of these two
constructs decreased over time for the children in the control
classrooms.

Program Effects by Gender

There were significant gender differences in levels of
overt and relational HAB, levels of overt and relational
aggression, knowledge of SIP, and academic engagement
for children in intervention vs. control classrooms post-
intervention after controlling for baseline levels of these
constructs (Table 2).

Hostile Attribution

Compared to girls in the control classrooms, girls in the
intervention classrooms showed significantly lower levels
of overt and relational HAB post-intervention (M =2.00 and
2.07 for the intervention group and M =2.52 and 2.35 for
the control group, d=.36 and .31 for overt and relational
HAB, respectively). Boys’ relational HAB post-intervention
was lower with marginal significance in the intervention
classrooms than in the control classrooms (M =1.90 and
2.31 for intervention and control, respectively, d=.32),
while the group difference in overt HAB was not signifi-
cant (M =1.60 and 1.91 for intervention and control, respec-
tively, d=.25).

Overt and Relational Aggression

For boys who received the PRAISE Program, relational
aggression decreased from a mean of 1.86 (SD=.89) at
baseline to a mean of 1.72 (SD =.84) post-intervention as
compared to boys within control classrooms whose rela-
tional aggression did not change considerably from a mean
of 2.25 (§D=.1.04) at baseline to a mean of 2.23 (SD =.86)
post-intervention, after controlling for baseline relational
aggression (d=.52). For girls who received the PRAISE
Program, relational aggression declined from a mean of 2.14
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Table 2 Examining program outcomes separately by gender

Outcome variable Girls

Boys

Pre-Intervention Post-Interven-

Pre-Intervention Post-Intervention

tion
M SD M SD F(1,174) Cohen’sd M SD M SD F(1,146) Cohen’s d
HAB-overt
Intervention 242 1.54 2.00 1.50  5.41%* .36 1.94 1.51 1.60 .52 2.01 25
Control 248 1.39 2.52 1.52 1.83 1.55 1.91 1.55
HAB-relational
Intervention 291 1.24 2.07 147  3.94%* 31 2.57 1.32 1.90 1.34  3.35° 32
Control 2.78 1.35 2.35 1.49 2.55 1.23 2.31 1.42
TCSB-overt
Intervention 1.83 1.04 1.83 .99 6.82% 41 2.03 1.16 2.15 1.15 .05 .04
Control 1.54 .79 1.82 .82 232 1.08 2.34 1.04
TCSB-relational
Intervention 2.14  1.05 2.11 1.15  7.05%* 42 1.86 .89 1.72 84 8.87%* 52
Control 1.81 .84 2.16 .79 2.25 1.04 223 .86
SIP knowledge
Intervention 6.80 2.5 744 338  545% .37 6.03  2.58 599 295 .90 17
Control 6.33 284 6.10 3.44 5.55 271 543 272
Academic engagement
Intervention 3159 853 3143 9.09 262 25 27777 875 28.84 880  9.04%* .53
Control 3257 799 3070  8.36 2693 833 25118  8.89

"p<.05 " p<.01
p=.069

(SD=1.05) at baseline to a mean of 2.11 (§SD=1.15) post-
intervention, whereas relational aggression increased from
a mean of 1.81 (§D=.84) to a mean of 2.16 (SD =.79) for
the girls in the control classrooms (d=.42). In addition, for
girls in the intervention classrooms, overt aggression did not
change from a mean of 1.83 (SD=1.04) at baseline to a mean
of 1.83 (SD =.99) post-intervention. For girls in the control
classrooms, overt aggression increased significantly from a
mean of 1.54 (SD=.79) to a mean of 1.83 (SD=.82). These
analyses demonstrate a suppression of overt aggression effect
(d=.41).

Knowledge of Social Problem-Solving and Academic
Engagement

After controlling for baseline SIP knowledge, girls
who received the PRAISE program showed a signifi-
cantly higher level of SIP knowledge post-intervention
(M =17.44) than girls in the control classrooms (M =6.10;
d=.37). In contrast, the difference in knowledge between
intervention and control groups was not significant
in boys (M =5.99 and 5.43 for intervention and con-
trol, respectively, d=.17). For academic engagement
post-intervention, boys who received PRAISE scored
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significantly higher than boys in the control classrooms
(M =28.84 and 25.18 for intervention and control, respec-
tively, d=.53), but the difference was not significant for
girls (M =31.43 and 30.70 for intervention and control,
respectively, d=.25).

Comparison of Effects from the Prior Trial of PRAISE

Using the pooled data from boys in the present and previ-
ous trial of PRAISE across overlapping outcomes, results
showed that there were significant interactions between
intervention status and trial type in predicting relational
aggression and relational HAB in boys; however, there
were no differences between boys in the two trials on overt
aggression, overt HAB, or SIP knowledge. Simple slope
tests were conducted to examine the moderating role of
trial type, with results indicating that the intervention
effects on reducing relational aggression and relational
HAB in boys were significantly stronger in the present,
adapted version of PRAISE than in the original version
of PRAISE (relational aggression, AB=.34, SE=.17,
t=1.98, p<.05, and relational HAB, AB=.80, SE=.34,
t=2.38, p<.05).
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Discussion

In a previous trial, the PRAISE program showed aggres-
sion suppression effects for girls, yet the program did not
have the desired impact on the aggressive behavior of boys
(Leff et al., 2010a, b). As such, the goal of this study was
to evaluate the impact of the PRAISE program following
a number of adaptations designed to enhance its impact on
relational and physical aggression for boys while maintain-
ing its impact for girls. Through an iterative CBPR process
involving feedback from program participants and school
stakeholders, PRAISE was adapted to include content
and illustrations that were more relatable for both boys
and girls, including expanding “play fighting” scenarios
and bystander strategies. We also extended PRAISE to
school staff and settings beyond the classroom, by train-
ing lunch-recess supervisors in PRAISE and creating con-
nection opportunities for teachers and lunch-recess staff.
These changes and additions appear to have significantly
bolstered program impact for both girls and boys.

Specifically, the new model of PRAISE was successful
in enhancing students’ knowledge of social problem-solving
strategies, reducing their tendency toward hostile attribu-
tions in social situations, and according to teacher ratings,
decreasing relational aggression for both boys and girls. In
addition, academic engagement for boys increased after par-
ticipating in the PRAISE program. Moreover, results showed
that this adapted version of PRAISE had a stronger impact
on boys’ relational aggression and relational HAB as com-
pared to the prior trial of PRIASE. Given that relational and
overt aggression cause distress and disruption across school
settings, impede learning, and negatively impact students’
overall sense of safety and well-being, it is noteworthy to see
the impact of PRAISE across a range of important outcomes.
These findings also underscore how programming to reduce
aggression can have an impact on academic outcomes as
well as social and psychological ones (e.g., Durlak et al.,
2011; Taylor et al., 2017).

This study also highlighted interesting considerations
related to gender. For example, changes in academic
engagement occur alongside changes in relational aggres-
sion for boys. However, there were no apparent changes
in academic engagement for girls yet changes in hostile
attributions occurred alongside changes in both relational
and overt aggressions. Thus, while we have demonstrated
overall that PRAISE reduces relational aggression for both
boys and for girls, future research needs to address the
possibility that the mechanisms for change are different by
gender and could better explore what additional supports
are necessary to shift boys’ levels of overt aggression.

Several unique features of PRAISE may contribute to
its effectiveness. Unlike many other aggression prevention

programs, PRAISE was developed and adapted through a
CBPR process with input from students and teachers in
the community for whom it is designed (Leff et al., 2010a,
b). Care was taken to create materials (e.g., cartoon work-
books and videos) that depict racially diverse students
and scenarios that are appealing and relatable for students
in urban schools. Further, the strong focus on reactive
aggression, recognition that rough and tumble play may
escalate to physical aggression, and addition of strategies
for navigating the fine line between being appropriately
assertive versus possibly putting themselves in harm’s
way all contributed to increased program impact for boys.
These factors also make PRAISE especially relatable in
schools with higher levels of physical aggression. Finally,
given that aggressive behaviors are highest in lunchroom
and recess settings (e.g., Fite et al., 2013; Migliaccio
et al., 2017), it is vital that the para-professional supervi-
sors in these settings receive better support and training
in ways to reduce aggression (Leff et al., 2003, 2004). The
lunch-recess supervisor training and increased connec-
tions between these staff and teachers are likely important
aspects of the adapted PRAISE program, but this warrants
closer examination than it was given in the current study.
The results of the present study underscore that the CBPR
process can be used to adapt a program to better impact
different subgroups of participants.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although this small study did not fully align with CON-
SORT, the authors aimed to create as robust a trial as pos-
sible, including (but not limited to) providing sufficient infor-
mation to allow replication, use of a biostatistician to conduct
random assignment, and utilizing strong statistical methods
for subgroup analyses. Notably, the study used different pro-
cedures in different schools, with one of the three schools
having a different method for informed consent and randomi-
zation by grade instead of classroom. This is a clear reflec-
tion of real-world implementation challenges and the need
for flexibility when partnering with schools for research. All
analyses controlled for this deviation in procedure, however,
a larger more rigorous school-level randomized controlled
trial would be a logical next step to corroborate these find-
ings. A larger trial would also help establish generalizability
of the current findings, as this study included a small number
of schools in one geographic location. Finally, a larger trial
would provide the power necessary to examine mechanisms
for change and possible gender differences in more depth,
utilizing multi-level modeling procedures.

As noted, the authors of this manuscript were involved
in the design of the program. Therefore, another important
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next step would be for an outside research team to examine
PRAISE’s impact with less risk of bias. Further, the outcome
assessors (self, teacher) were not blind to condition, which is
another potential source of bias. Future studies of PRAISE
would benefit from more objective data collection and a
trial where assessors are blind to condition. Finally, effect
sizes in this study were not as high as those in the previous
study, which could reflect the use of a CBPR. While training
lunch-recess supervisors allow the intervention to address
contexts beyond the classroom, this procedure may attenu-
ate intervention effects since these staffs are interacting with
both intervention and control students. In summary, changes
to the PRAISE program made through the CBPR process
increased the reach of the program and increased buy-in
from school staff, but these decisions may have reduced
effect sizes and made results harder to interpret.

Conclusion

This study provides promising evidence that PRAISE is
effective for reducing relational aggression and hostile attri-
butions in provocative situations and improving other impor-
tant constructs such as social information processing knowl-
edge and academic engagement for both girls and boys. This
is a clear extension of the prior PRAISE study and one that
demonstrates the importance of using a CBPR process to
adapt the program. These new findings on PRAISE’s effec-
tiveness highlight the value and readiness of PRAISE to be
more broadly disseminated across schools in urban com-
munities serving children from diverse backgrounds. Given
that PRAISE is also designed to address bullying, another
future direction could be examining the effect of the pro-
gram on bullying through validated measures of bullying
and bystander behaviors. Moreover, additional studies could
directly measure the participation and training of lunch-
recess staff, as this could be a key feature of the PRAISE
program. Overall, the current study provides additional
evidence of the effectiveness of PRAISE on a wide range
of important social, behavioral, and academic outcomes for
both boys and girls and paves the way for broader program
dissemination and new research initiatives.
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