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Abstract

Because children’s peer status is a robust indicator of maladjustment (Parker & Asher, 1987), the examination of why some children are more accepted or rejected than others is important.  Recently the focus has been on the behavioral correlates, primarily overt aggression, of peer acceptance and rejection, and stability of behaviors and peer status over time (Cillessen & Bukowski, 2000).  Some attention has also been given to relational aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995).  After taking into account overt aggression scores, relational aggression has also been linked to peer rejection, especially among girls.

In this study, we relied on prospective data to examine short- and long-term change in peer status as a consequence of earlier behaviors including physical and relational aggression, and prosocial behavior with peers.  In addition, we determined whether the behaviors most important to the prediction of peer acceptance and rejection differed between males and females.

Children participated in sociometric assessments in their classrooms up to three times.  Assessments took place when children were in grades 3 (T1, N = 2335 in 95 classrooms), 4 (T2), and 6 (T3).  Two longitudinal subsamples of children were identified.  The first subsample included 1119 children from T1 and T2.  The second subsample included 464 children from T1 and T3.
Students were asked to nominate three classmates liked most and three liked least.  Acceptance and rejection scores for each child (peer status) were calculated by summing liked most and liked least nominations.  Students also nominated their classmates on a series of behavioral items that measured physical and relational aggression, and prosocial behavior.  
Correlations and cross-lag autoregressive panel models (using structural equation modeling) were used to examine stabilities of behaviors and experiences between grades 3 and 4, and between grades 3 and 6.  Panel models were also used to investigate associations between behaviors and peer status across time after accounting for stabilities and concurrent correlations.  Additionally, gender differences were examined.

There was moderate stability in behaviors and peer status between grades 3 and 4, and grades 3 and 6 (Table 1).  Figure 1 illustrates significant associations between behaviors and peer status in grades 3 and 6.  Correlations between all constructs within waves of measurement were estimated in this model, but not illustrated.  Relational aggression and physical aggression in grade 3 were associated with increased peer rejection in grade 4.  Physical aggression in grade 3 was significantly negatively associated with prosocial behavior the next year.  Similar links between behavior and peer status were found between grades 3 and 6.  Of note, relational aggression in grade 3 was associated with both peer rejection and peer acceptance in grade 6.  Gender-specific models were also examined revealing many similarities, but a few differences between males and females.

This investigation indicated that physical and relational aggression, as well as prosocial behavior, should be examined in studies of children’s peer status.  The need for future research that attempts to disentangle the complex relationship between these behaviors and peer status, especially as young people transition into middle school, will be discussed.
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	Table 1

	Long-term concurrent and cross-lag correlations (grade 3 to 6) between all constructs (N=464)
	 

	
	   Peer Acceptance
	
	   Peer Rejection
	
	Relational Aggression
	
	  Physical Aggression
	
	 Prosocial Behavior

	
	3rd
	6th
	 
	3rd
	6th
	 
	3rd
	6th
	 
	3rd
	6th
	 
	3rd
	6th

	Peer Acceptance-Grade 3
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Peer Acceptance-Grade 6
	.36***
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Peer Rejection-Grade 3
	-.41***
	-.28**
	
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Peer Rejection-Grade 6
	-.29***
	-.36***
	
	.47***
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Relational Aggression-Grade 3
	-.14**
	.02
	
	.47***
	.34***
	
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Relational Aggression-Grade 6
	-.03
	.10*
	
	.21***
	.40***
	
	.44***
	1.00
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Physical Aggression-Grade 3
	-.13**
	-.10*
	
	.40***
	.33***
	
	.64***
	.22***
	
	1.00
	
	
	
	

	Physical Aggression-Grade 6
	-.11*
	-.10*
	
	.32***
	.45***
	
	.41***
	.49***
	
	.53***
	1.00
	
	
	

	Prosocial Behavior-Grade 3
	.54***
	.26***
	
	-.36***
	-.20***
	
	-.29***
	-.08
	
	-.38***
	-.28***
	
	1.00
	

	Prosocial Behavior-Grade 6
	.39***
	.54***
	 
	-.35***
	-.40***
	 
	-.13**
	-.10*
	 
	-.30***
	-.40***
	 
	.45***
	1.00

	*p < .05.  **p < .01.  ***p < .001.


Figure 1.  Results of a cross-lag panel analysis that assessed associations between behaviors and peer status in grades 3 and 6



Note.  Squared multiple correlations are shown to the right of each exogenous variable.

N = 464.

All p <.05.
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