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Abstract: This article focus on verbal violence among students with intellectual disabilities (ID).  The purpose of 

the research was to assess the impact of an intervention program based on the model of the "Cycle of Internalized 

Learning" (Reiter, 2008), on the reduction of verbal violence and to find out if there are gander differences in the use 

of verbal violence. The sample consisted of 44 students with ID attending 5 classrooms. Three classrooms were the 

experimental group (N = 20) and two classes were the comparison group (N = 24). Pre – post method was applied, all 

participant filled in a bullying questionnaire (Olweus, 1993). The experimental group underwent intervention. The 

findings revealed that the intervention program was effective in decreasing the use of verbal violence. Concerning 

gander, there were no significant differences between boys and girls, although the girls had greater tendency to use 

verbal violence then the boys.  The results provide information that contribute to the understanding of patterns of 

verbal violence among students with ID and in the design of future intervention programs. 
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1. Introduction 

There is a great concern being expressed around the 

world about violence against children, in general, and 

particularly its emergence in school settings. School 

violence endangers the safety of students and teachers and 

undermines the educational achievement. Many attempts 

are being made to study the issue of violence and identify 

effective practices to reduce and prevent it from occurring 

(Balin-Arcaro, Smith, Cunningham, Vaillancourt, & Rimas, 

2012; Benbenishty, Astor & Marachi, 2007). Students are 

exposed to many types of violence, including physical 

harm, verbal harm, and aggressive interpersonal 

relationships (i.e., bullying), experienced either directly or 

indirectly (e.g., the spreading of rumors, isolation, gossip, 

etc.) (Balin-Arcaro, et al., 2012; Craig & Pepler, 2007; 

Lund et al., 2012; Sherer & Nickerson, 2010). Olweus was 

a pioneer in the study of school violence. In 1985 he 

estimated that 15% of 1
st
-12

th
 grade students in Norway 

were involved in violence either as the aggressor or victim, 

or both (Olweus, 1991). Following the findings of his 

research, other researchers around the world began to 

investigate the phenomenon and found that similar rates (10 

- 20%) of students were involved in violence (Liang et al., 

2007; Nansel, et al., 2003; Estell, Farmer, Irvin, Crowther, 

Akos & Boudah, 2009; Sherer & Nickerson, 2010). Some 

research has shown that the rates of involvement in 

physical violence is higher for boys than for girls, who are 

more involved in verbal violence (Balin-Arcaro, et al., 

2012; Eaton, Kann, Kinchen, Shanklin, Ross, Hawkins, 

Harris & Lowry, 2008), while other studies have found no 

differences (Benbenishty & Astor, 2005; Krakowski & 

Czobor, 2004). 

More recently, investigators have become interested in 

examining school violence in special education settings 

(Carter & Spencer, 2006; Reiter, Bryen, & Shachar, 2007). 

Reiter & Lapidot-Lefler (2007) investigated violence in 

special schools for students with intellectual disabilities (ID) 

and found ample evidence of physical aggression such as 

pushing and beatings, as well as verbal aggression. Verbal 

violence is defined as any use of language whose aim is to 

intimidate, frighten, or harm by yelling or swearing, 

engaging in name calling, or using other words whose 

intent is to control or hurt (Uzun, 2003). While physical 

violence is easily identified because one can actually see 

the marks it leaves, verbal violence is more likely unseen 

and undetected. Some, downplay verbal violence as a 'bad 

habit' or as an 'allowed' expression of ‘anger’ or 'bad 
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temper' or 'just the way the person talks' (Bernes & Bardick, 

2007). It can be disguised as jokes, harsh criticism, or as 

minor belittling. Evans (2010; 2012) pointed out in his 

research that the frequency of verbal violence is on the rise. 

Verbal violence is believed to be particularly important as it 

is thought of as a precedent to episodes of physical violence 

in one of two ways. First, the aggressor may become 

physically violent following episodes of verbal violence. 

Second, the victim of verbal violence may retaliate 

physically to verbal insults. Students with ID may be at 

heightened risk for verbal violence (Carter & Spencer, 

2006). Despite the importance of the issue, verbal violence 

has not yet been investigated among the general student 

population or in particular among students with special 

needs. And there are no published studies of intervention 

programs in this area. 

This study focuses on students with ID. Intellectual 

disability is a disability characterized by significant 

limitations in both intellectual functioning and adaptive 

behavior, which covers everyday social and practical skills. 

This disability originates before the age of 18 (Schalock, et 

al., 2010). 

Interventions have been developed that target physical 

violence among individuals with ID. Sigafoos et al., (1994) 

reviewed aggressive behavior among 2,412 individuals 

with ID in Australia. Thirty-five percent were involved in at 

least one form of aggressive behavior. Two-thirds of those 

who were involved in aggressive behavior were given 

drugs to reduce this behavior, while the remaining third 

took part in a behavioral modification program. The 

behavioral program was effective in reducing aggression, 

indicating that non-pharmacological interventions can be 

effective. The program’s "second step" (Grossman et al., 

1997) was also found to effectively reduce violence among 

students by helping them to achieve new thinking habits 

and eliminate old, problematic, learned behaviors. The 

program aims to strengthen positive behavior by fostering 

skills and creating positive social relationships and 

acquiring skills that enable interpersonal conflict solutions 

and resolution among members of the classroom. In 

another study, Ross et al., (2000) conducted a group 

intervention program aimed at reducing expressions of 

anger among students with developmental disabilities. All 

25 individuals had a history of physical violence, damage 

to property, and verbal aggression. The program lasted for 

two years and included the study of relaxation, self-control, 

role-playing games and more. The results obtained a year 

after the start of intervention showed a reduction in feelings 

of anger. Benbenishty et al., (2007) report on the 

availability of a wide range of programs and intervention 

services in the United States aimed at preventing violence. 

The programs include counseling services, crisis 

intervention, teaching skills, and peer programs for students, 

community programs and more. Interventions such as 

dismissals, suspension for a limited time period, and 

transfer to a special education school are common 

responses to occurrences of school violence. 

The primary aim of this study was to assess the impact of 

an intervention program based on previous research that 

used the model of the "Cycle of Internalized Learning" or 

CIL model (Reiter, 2008). This program is based on a 

humanistic paradigm that emphasizes the importance of the 

group in nurturing individual and interpersonal abilities of 

the students to live a creative, productive, self-fulfilled and 

satisfied life (Reiter, 2008; Reiter & Schalock, 2008). 

The group intervention program that was implemented in 

this study was not specifically designed to prevent violence, 

but was found to be fully suitable for dealing with verbal 

violence. 

The stages of the model are: A. Opening Stage – 

Introduction of the Subject: the teacher introduces the 

subject chosen for learning by referring to two sources, the 

learners' world and needs, and the school curriculum. The 

teacher encourages students to raise relevant personal 

experiences and associations. Their response is subjective 

and concrete. At this stage, they express an initial, albeit 

scattered, personal awareness; B. Discussion/Lesson: a 

lesson takes place, whereby the teacher clarifies with the 

students concepts, definitions, and generalities. This is done 

by isolating and defining the different components of the 

subject matter, as it relates to the participants' experiences. 

Social skills, cultural norms and values are also learned 

during this stage. C. Open conversation: the subject raised 

during the first meeting is now reviewed. The teacher 

encourages the students to relate to themselves and others 

in a critical manner according to concepts and skills learnt 

in stage B. At this stage, the students are invited to suggest 

new solutions to the issues and problems raise in the 

opening stage. D. Repeat Experience: it is recommended to 

make this stage the active part of learning, by going out on 

a field trip or performing role play. In this way there is a 

review of the subject learned by incorporating the change 

and solutions suggested by the group members; E. Repeat 

Discussions: following the actual experience, a repeated 

group discussion is conducted to gain new insights 

regarding the subject meter. The teacher encourages the 

participants to form an autonomous perspective and to 

recognize their own priorities, i.e., "What is more and what 

is less important to me?", "Did I learn new things about 

myself and about my friends?"; F. Outcomes: finally the 

teacher evaluates the process outcomes according to the 

extent that the students show that they apply personal and 

autonomous criteria of judgment in the evaluation of their 

life experiences and are able to make personal choices 

among alternatives. Outcomes are assessed in the following 

areas: personal autonomy, enriched knowledge and new 

skills (Reiter, 2008, p.185).  

The decision to test the effectiveness of the CIL in 

reducing verbal violence among 12-16 year-olds was made 

because this age group has been shown to have the highest 

rates of violence (Wang, Iannotti, & Nansel, 2009).  

To examine the effectiveness of the intervention program, 

the following hypothesis were addressed: 

1. Significant differences will be found between boys 
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and girls use of verbal violence, wilt the girls 

having a greater tendency to use verbal violence. 

2. The use of verbal violence among the students 

taking part in the experimental group will be 

reduced following the intervention program. 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants 

The target population chosen for this study were middle 

school students with moderate ID attending a special 

education school. Moderate intellectual disability (IQ 35–

49) is nearly always apparent within the first years of life. 

Speech delays are particularly common signs of moderate 

ID. People with moderate intellectual disability need 

considerable supports in school, at home, and in the 

community in order to enable them to fully participate 

(Daily, Ardinger, Holmes, 2000). 

The students in this study were chosen from a special 

education areal school in Northern Israel where classes are 

small with about 8 – 10 students. Each class has a teacher 

and a teacher’s aide. The total student population at the 

school was 80. The students came from a large 

geographical area, including many from new immigrant 

families in low socioeconomic neighborhoods. 

Out of the 80 students, 44 students were chosen for the 

study because they were in the five classrooms that were 

chosen by the school principal who took into consideration 

the students capability and the size of the classes. In order 

to get approximately equal numbers of students in each 

condition, three classrooms were the experimental group (N 

= 20) and two classes were the comparison group (N = 24). 

They included 25 girls and 19 boys aged between of 12 to 

16 (with a mean age of 14.7). 

2.2. Instrument 

Questionnaire: Students were asked to complete a 

questionnaire that assessed the level of use of verbal 

violence based on the questionnaire of bullying developed 

by Olweus (1993). The questionnaire was used to gather 

information on the pattern and level of verbal violence. It is 

based on items such as "Did you use verbal violence 

against another student during the last week in the school?" 

with a response scale from 1 (never) to 5 (5 times or more). 

The 21 items of the questionnaire include five subscales 

presented in Table 1. Cronbach's alpha across the whole 

survey was 0.88. 

Table 1. Subscales of the questionnaire 

 Subscales Examples Items Cronbach's alpha 

A 
"Experience of Verbal Violence" (items that 

represent name calling, verbal threats etc.,) 

"Have other students threatened to hurt you?" 

or "Have other students cursed you?" 
12 – 15 0.86 

B 
"Loneliness" (items that represent lack of 
friends, loneliness in break time and in school 

in general, social acceptance failure, etc.,) 

"Do you feel lonely at school?", "Did other 
students not want to be with you at break 

time?" 

2 – 6 0.88 

C 
"Bothering" (items that represent harassment, 
bulling etc.,) 

“Have you been insulted in the school?" 7 – 10 0.81 

D 
"Social treatments" (items that represent 

verbal force etc.,) 

"Have students shouted at you?" and "Have 

students humiliated you?" 
1, 11, 16, 17 0.66 

E 
"Use of Verbal Violence" (items that represent 

swearing etc.,) 

"Do you curse other students at school?" and 

"Do you think it’s fun to bully others?" 
18 – 21 0.86 

 

2.3. Procedure 

In the 1
st
 Phase, approval of the study was obtained from 

the Chief Scientist of the ministry of education, and the 

school administration. Next, the principal identified the 

classrooms where the study would take place and the 

parents of all the students in these classrooms received 

written information on the research objectives and 

procedures and gave their written signed consent for their 

child to participate in the study. Prior to starting the 

intervention the students in both conditions completed the 

Olweus bulling questionnaire (1993) individually. 

Whenever a student had difficulties with answering an item 

the homeroom teacher assisted him/her.  

In the 2
nd

 Phase the group intervention program was 

implemented in the experimental groups. The comparison 

groups continued to learn in accordance with the regular 

school program. Their classrooms was not taught any 

subject content related to violence. The intervention 

program consisted of five lessons (50 minutes each) over a 

period of five weeks. The program was an innovative one 

for the grade teachers. For this reason they underwent 

special training with an expert on the "Cycle of Internalized 

Learning" model. The CIL was applied by the teacher with 

the whole classroom. The purpose of the program was to 

examine whether it will be effective in reducing the use of 

verbal violence among students with moderate Intellectual 

Disability (MID). The first lesson dealt with definitions of 

physical and verbal violence and the distinction between 

the two types of violence; The second lesson focused on 

insults and name calling; The third lesson discussed 

swearing and racist remarks; The fourth lesson discussed 

shouting and humiliating comments; the fifth lesson was 

divided in to two parts - threats and intimidation and a 

summary of all types of verbal aggression. 

The following example presents the way the variables of 
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insult and name calling, were presented to the students 

according to the five stages of the CIL: A. Opening Stage – 

Introducing the Subject. The teacher tells a story to the 

students about a group of children playing soccer. "A boy 

named Danny misses a goal. Danny was overweight. The 

other kids start to tell him 'you are chubby and that's the 

reason you can't move', ' It is better for you not to play' and 

so on. B. Discussion/Lesson – The teacher checks with the 

students to make sure they understand what has happened 

and how it is an example of insults and name calling. C. 

Open conversation – this part is dedicated to raising the 

students' personal experiences with insults and name 

calling, and their analysis. They discuss how the other 

children negatively reacted against Danny as well as their 

own experiences and stories. The students suggests 

alternative ways to respond to the situation. D. Repeat 

Experience – here the students go back to the case 

description with Danny apply their proposed changes in the 

childrens’ behavior. They role play how they might react. E. 

Repeat Discussions – the students demonstrated their 

insights in to alternative ways for appropriate behavior in 

social conditions. F. Outcomes – in the second part of the 

fifth lesson, students expressed their new perceptions on 

verbal violence.  

The 3
rd

 Phase occurred one month after the end of the 

program when we re-administered our measures to students 

in both the experimental and comparison groups. 

3. Results 

To test the hypothesis about possible differences between 

boys (N = 19) and girls (N = 25) in the pattern of use of 

verbal violence, with the girls having a greater tendency to 

use verbal violence, a T test was conducted on the whole 

sample at baseline. The findings are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. comparison between boys and girls in using verbal violence 

Gender N=44 Mean Standard Deviation  t(42) 

Boys 19 7.95 3.96 -1.41 

Girls 25 9.64 3.90  

*p > 0.05 

The data presented in the table shows that there are no 

significant statistical differences between boys and girls in 

their use of verbal violence [t (43,1) = -1.41, p > 0.05], 

although the girls have a greater tendency to use verbal 

violence (M=9.64, SD=3.90) compared to the boys 

(M=7.95, SD=9.96).  

To test the hypothesis that claims that the use of verbal 

violence among the students taking part in the experimental 

group will be reduced following the intervention program, 

a repeated measures ANOVA was conducted. Results are 

presented in Table 3 and Figure 1.  

Table 3. Experience of Verbal Violence: Averages and Standard Deviations 

 
Experiment *N=20 Control N=24 Total N=44 

 
Average S.D. Average S.D. Average S.D. 

Before 10.00 3.30 9.67 3.38 9.82 3.31 *F(1,42) = 15.182 

Eta² = 0.26 

p < 0.005 After 6.55 2.32 9.75 3.49 8.29 3.39 

 

 

Figure 1. Estimated Marginal Means of Verbal Violence. 

The experimental (M=10.00; SD=3.30) and control 

(M=9.67; SD=3.38) groups did not differ in their 

experience of verbal violence at baseline. After the 

intervention, students in experimental condition had a 

significant reduction in using verbal violence (M=6.55; 

SD=2.32) while no change was seen in the control group 

(M=9.75; SD=3.49). The difference was statistically 

significant (DF(1,42) = 15.182, p < 0.005).  

4. Discussion 

Violence and aggression behaviors are a key part of anti–

social behaviors. Violence is a widespread problem in 

schools and occurs in many countries all over the world 

(Balin-Arcaro, et al., 2012; Douma, Dekker, Ruiter, & Tick 

2007; Lund, et al., 2012). 

This study is the first to examine verbal violence among 

students with ID. Characteristics of verbal violence that 

emerged from the research literature (Olweus, et al., 1999; 

Uzun, 2003) and from this study were: mockery (reported 

by 46% of the students), swearing (reported by 56% of the 

students), name-calling (reported by 21% of the students), 

boycotts(reported by 21% of the students), shouting 

(reported by 44% of the students), insults (reported by 34% 

of the students), humiliation (reported by 32% of the 

students), intimidation (reported by 48% of the students), 

threats (reported by 54% of the students), racist remarks 
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(reported by 16% of the students) and other expressions 

whose purpose is to harm a particular person and any other 

violent behavior that has a verbal aspect (reported by 23% 

of the students). 

The ultimate goal of this study was to create an 

intervention program, among students with Moderate 

intellectual disability that will reduce the use of verbal 

violence. To examine this phenomenon, a group 

intervention program was activated designed to change the 

verbalization from one having a violent nature to a non-

violent one. Indeed, in this study the level of use of verbal 

violence has decreased following the intervention program. 

After the intervention, the experimental group reported on 

engaging in less verbal violence over time compared to 

those in the comparison group. 

The first hypothesis of this research deals with gender 

differences in the use of verbal violence. It was assumed 

that girls will make more use of verbal violence compare to 

boys. 

Some research has shown that girls are more involved in 

verbal violence compare to boys (Balin-Arcaro, et al., 2012; 

Benbenishty et al., 2007; Eaton, et al., 2008). However, 

other studies (e.g., Liang et al., 2007) found no differences 

by gender. In this study there were no significant 

differences observed between the groups, although the girls 

had greater tendency to use verbal violence then the boys. 

In this study it was found that students who had 

participated in the intervention program reported over time 

on engaging less in verbal violence. They learned in the 

program how to identify and to cope with situations that 

have a violent nature. The intervention operated in the 

current study is based on the CIL (Reiter, 2008, p.185) and 

mainly through discussions with students, encouraging 

students to share and report violent behaviors, and 

providing tools for dealing with situations of violence. This 

finding, similar to the findings of other studies, shows that 

the most effective programs to prevent violence needs to be 

based on positive behavior support with the focus being on 

conversations with students (Sherer & Nickerson, 2010; 

Lund et al., 2012). In addition Reiter’s (2008) ecological 

model claims that people with disabilities fear intimate 

relationships. They have a negative self-image, they grow 

up with social skills deficits and with negative social 

experiences. But all of this can be changed - by running 

intervention programs in social education, aimed at 

strengthening the individual with a disability. From this, in 

the current study an intervention program was implemented 

intended to reduce the use of verbal violence as a way of 

strengthening individuals with ID, giving them tools to deal 

with social situations in a non–violent way. 

4.1. Other Interesting Findings  

Findings from the Benbenishty and his colleagues' 

research (2003) among 5267 students without disabilities 

show that the use of verbal violence is the most common 

manifestation of violent behavior among the students. 48.1% 

of the students reported that other student had cursed them 

three times or more in the previous month. 32.7% of the 

students reported that other student mocked, insulted or 

humiliated them. About half of the students (48.4%) 

reported that other student threatened at least once to hurt 

or to beat them.  

In the current study 45% of the students reported that 

they often suffer from verbal violence. 30% of the students 

reported about suffering from bulling, 36% reported about 

being socially threatened, and 30% reported about 

loneliness at the school. We can claim that children with ID 

use and are exposed to verbal violence to the same extent 

as children without disabilities.  

4.2. Implications of these Findings for Policy, Programs, 

and Future Research 

From a theoretical aspect, the contribution of the current 

research in the field of verbal violence among students with 

ID is that it is a pioneer subject of interest to professionals, 

educators and it has become a public issue. The field of 

violence in general and in particular the use of verbal 

violence among students with disabilities has only just 

recently increased academic and public awareness. From an 

applied perspective, the research has educational 

implications and the study findings provide information 

that contribute to the understanding of patterns of 

interpersonal relations among students with ID and in the 

design of future intervention programs. 

Since this was a preliminary study, there are several 

questions that must be examined and studied further; a 

wider study will provide a more accurate picture of the 

relationship between loneliness and verbal violence. The 

differences between boys and girls should be examined in a 

wider population. In addition, further research should focus 

on the following issues:  

Will a reduction in the use of verbal violence expressions 

weaken or increase physical violence? 

Related intervention programs aimed at reducing and 

preventing violence in schools, have not yet completed. 

Comprehensive studies on the extent of use of various 

intervention programs needed to deal with verbal violence 

in schools have to be undertaken. 

4.3. Study Limitations  

The main purpose of this study was to investigate the 

degree of usage of verbal violence among students with 

MID. An additional purpose was to find out if an 

intervention program has an influence and effect on 

reducing the level of verbal violence. The study focused on 

only one school and therefore the conclusions drawn are 

only a significant initial preliminary stage in a much wider 

needed study. Hence, we can say that there may be 

difficulties in making generalization. Further, another 

limitation may be the sample size. For example, in the 

examination of the differences between boys and girls in 

the use of verbal violence there were no significant 

differences found, although it was discovered that girls had 
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greater tendency. Thus in order to be able make such 

generalization a larger research, with more participants 

involved may need to be conducted for.  

4.4. Summary 

In summary, implications arising from this study and 

from previous studies, suggest that coping with 

inappropriate social interactions lead the subjects to the use 

of verbal violence as an expression of social 

communication. It is designed to create social relations, to 

achieve personal goals in social interactions and to respond 

to these situations. Effects of group intervention program 

activated in social situations relate to the benefits arising 

from the use of such a program and the resulting social 

implications. 
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