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Editorial on the Research Topic

The Role of Teachers in Students’ Social Inclusion in the Classroom

Students’ social inclusion has serious implications for their social, emotional and academic
adjustment (Ladd and Troop-Gordon, 2003; Sette et al., 2020). The current Research Topic
conceptualizes social inclusion from a contextual perspective and not merely as the result of
students’ individual social competences. From this perspective, teachers represent an important
element in the classroom social ecology significantly contributing to peer group dynamics and
thereby also to individual students’ social inclusion (Farmer et al., 2011; Juvonen et al., 2019). Based
on attachment theory, some researchers have argued that teacher behaviors expressing warmth,
sensitivity and responsiveness contribute to students’ safe exploration of their peer worlds (Sabol
and Pianta, 2012; Verschueren and Koomen, 2012; Roorda et al., 2021). Other researchers have
highlighted the importance of teachers’ feedback toward individual students because they act as
social referrers that communicate evaluative information about the likability of individual students
(Hendrickx et al., 2017; Huber et al., 2018). However, despite an increasing interest in the role of
teachers in peer relationships, we still know relatively little about the multiple avenues along which
teachers affect their students’ social inclusion.

The current Research Topic substantially contributes to this research gap. It includes fourteen
articles that focus on different aspects of children’s social inclusion in the classroom (e.g., social
acceptance, friendships, victimization, marginalization). These articles cover a broad spectrum
of teacher practices (e.g., grouping strategies, behavior management) at different levels of the
classroom (the group vs. dyadic relations). Several of the included studies applied a longitudinal
design (e.g., Chen et al.; Kim et al.), included relatively large samples (e.g., Furrer et al.; Klang
et al.), and used observational methods to assess teacher behaviors (e.g., Garrote et al.; Hendrickx
et al.). Moreover, the Research Topic also includes studies that highlight students’ and teachers’
social-cognitive processing of teachers’ influence on social inclusion (e.g., Demol et al.; Mulvey
et al.). Finally, some of the studies addressed teacher professional development and interventions
to improve students’ social inclusion (Farmer et al.). This summary classifies the articles into the
following four groups.
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TEACHERS’ BEHAVIORS AT THE

CLASSROOM LEVEL

Classroom-level practices refer to the behaviors that teachers
show toward the whole group of students instead of individual
students. Two studies focused on teacher behaviors in the
domain of classroom organization. Garrote et al. used a
longitudinal design to study how teachers’ inclusive attitudes
and observed classroom management (i.e., clear expectations,
efficient use of instructional time) predicted children’s social
acceptance. Classroom management was significantly related to
children’s social acceptance, suggesting that behavioral measures
might be more closely related to students’ social inclusion
than to affective-motivational teacher characteristics. Kim et al.
longitudinally studied the effects of teachers’ self-reported
grouping strategies on students’ friendships and conflicts (e.g.,
managing behavior problems, heterogeneous ability grouping).
Heterogeneous ability grouping negatively predicted children’s
friendships. The authors explained this finding by children’s
tendency to form their friendships based on similarity.

Two additional studies addressed teachers’ behaviors in the
domain of emotional support. Furrer et al. investigated how
physical education teachers’ support for cooperative skills and
individual reference norm orientation (e.g., praising all students
for individual improvements) related to the social acceptance
of students with and without intellectual disabilities. While
teachers’ support of cooperative skills positively contributed
to the social acceptance of all children, individual reference
norm orientation strategies showed stronger effects in children
with intellectual disabilities. Finally, Owens et al. showed that
the teacher practice of spending individual time with students
positively affected students’ later social acceptance and academic
functioning. Moreover, they found that teachers’ behaviors were
differentially related to social acceptance of students with and
without ADHD.

TEACHERS’ BEHAVIORS AT THE DYADIC

LEVEL

Three studies focused on teacher’s behaviors toward specific
students. The longitudinal study of Hendrickx et al. found that
teachers rarely interacted with socially marginalized students.
However, consistent with social referencing theory, positive
teacher feedback toward socially marginalized and rejected
students predicted increases in these students’ social acceptance
over time. Chen et al. showed that the quality of dyadic
relationships with individual students (closeness and conflict)
longitudinally predicted younger children’s perceptions of peer
support and victimization. The study further revealed significant
effects of teachers’ behavior management on children’s perceived
victimization. The quality of student-teacher relationships not
only enhanced students’ social inclusion, but also reduced
ingroup bias. Grütter et al. used network analyses to show that
students were more likely to prefer peers from different ethnic
groups when they perceived their teachers as caring. In contrast,
less teacher care was significantly related to ingroup bias. The

positive effect of teacher care was even larger in classrooms with
strong ethnic group boundaries.

TEACHERS’ AND STUDENTS’ THINKING

ABOUT SOCIAL INCLUSION

Four studies in this Research Topic investigated social-cognitive
processes underlying the role of teachers in students‘ social
inclusion, mainly by using hypothetical scenarios on social
inclusion or exclusion.

Demol et al. presented children hypothetical scenarios that
described either absent teacher intervention to bullying or
active teacher interventions (i.e., comforting the victim or
correcting the bully). Children expected more antibullying
teacher attitudes and more positive bystander interventions from
peers and self if teachers actively intervened. Mulvey et al.
further showed that students evaluated bystander behaviors
such as defending more positively if they perceived the school
climate as supportive. Beissert et al. studied pre-service teachers’
social cognitions about hypothetical intergroup exclusion. They
found that teachers were more likely to condemn exclusion
and to intervene if the scenario described interethnic compared
to same-ethnic exclusion. Finally, Wilbert et al. argued that
teachers’ knowledge of their students’ social inclusion in the
classroom provides them with important diagnostic information
for effective individualized interventions. They showed that
teachers were moderately accurate in their ratings of their
students’ social acceptance and rejection. This study also revealed
high individual variability in teachers’ rating accuracy.

INTERVENTIONS AIMED AT IMPROVING

STUDENTS’ SOCIAL INCLUSION

Three articles addressed intervention programs to improve
students’ social inclusion. Farmer et al. provided an overview
of their intervention program “Behavior, Academic and
Social Engagement” (BASE). BASE starts with systematic
data collection of students’ social functioning to determine
the specific needs of classrooms. Based on these assessments,
teachers join professional development activities that are
responsive to students’ specific social difficulties (e.g., passive
or popular-aggressive students). Klang et al. highlighted the
potential of a cooperative learning format for an integrated
approach to promote both academic and social learning.
Their intervention study provided weak support for the
effectiveness of such a format on students’ friendships and social
acceptance. The researchers recommended more attention to
implementation quality of cooperative learning interventions.
In a case study, Kraatz et al. compared the teachers’ role in
high and low effective collaborative discussion groups that
were part of a dialogic intervention study (Collaborative Social
Reasoning). Their results illustrated the dynamic interplay
between teachers’ scaffolding and peer group dynamics.
Moreover, the cognitive depth of student talk strongly
depended on teachers’ success in managing challenging
group dynamics.
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Collectively, the 14 papers of this Research Topic substantially
contribute to our understanding of the role of teachers in
students’ social inclusion in the classroom. We would like to
thank all authors for their contributions and hope that the
presented findings will inspire future research in this field.
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Social acceptance is vital to students’ development. Being rejected by classmates can
result in negative socio-emotional and academic outcomes. Finding relevant factors to
be able to effectively support student social acceptance is especially challenging in
inclusive classrooms because of the high heterogeneity of the student group. There
is evidence that social acceptance is determined by the social behavior of students. In
addition, current research suggests that affect-motivation dispositions, such as teacher
attitudes, are related to teaching practices, which in turn are associated with student
outcomes. This longitudinal study examines, on an individual level, the relationship
between social behavior and the social acceptance of students. On a classroom level,
the extent to which a teacher’s attitudes toward the inclusion of students with special
educational needs affects their classroom management (i.e., implementation of clear
rules and successful time management) is analyzed. In addition, the effect of teacher
attitudes toward inclusion and classroom management on social acceptance in the
classroom is investigated. The social acceptance of a sample of 580 students in 34
inclusive classrooms was assessed at the beginning and the end of the school year. In
addition, student social behavior was rated by peers at the beginning of the school year.
Teachers (n = 34) were asked about their attitudes toward inclusion at the beginning
of the school year. One mathematics lesson in each classroom was videotaped to
assess the teachers’ classroom management practices. Multilevel structural equation
models revealed a positive relationship between student social behavior and their social
acceptance in the peer group. Contrary to expectations, teachers’ attitudes toward
inclusion did not predict their classroom management practices (i.e., implementation of
clear rules and successful time management). As hypothesized, teachers’ classroom
management predicted the level of social acceptance in the classroom, whereas
teachers’ attitudes toward the inclusion of students with special educational needs did
not. The study results are discussed in light of previous findings and implications for
teacher education are described.

Keywords: classroom management, teacher attitudes, social acceptance, primary school, special educational
needs, inclusive classrooms
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INTRODUCTION

Providing an optimal learning environment for the academic
and socio-emotional development of students is a major task
for teachers. There is a large body of evidence focusing on the
effect of the teacher on academic development, such as student
learning processes and cognitive outcomes (e.g., Hattie, 2009). In
recent years, researchers have also examined the extent to which
teaching practices contribute to the social experiences of students
within their peer group and hence to their socio-emotional
development (e.g., Farmer et al., 2011; Juvonen et al., 2019).
More specifically, Farmer et al. (2011) introduced the concept
of the “invisible hand” into the research discourse. This refers
to the potential teachers have to influence peer dynamics and
student social behavior in classrooms. Teachers can intentionally
improve student social acceptance by implementing peer assisted
learning strategies (e.g., Fuchs et al., 2002), or by changing
seating arrangements in their classrooms (e.g., Van Den Berg
et al., 2012). Teachers also unintentionally affect the social
dynamics of the classroom by interacting with students and
implementing their teaching routines (Farmer et al., 2011).
For example, how teachers give feedback does not only have
an impact on students’ learning processes (e.g., Hattie, 2009),
but also affects their social acceptance (e.g., Hendrickx et al.,
2017; Wullschleger et al., 2020). However, most empirical
studies on the impact of teachers on student social outcomes
have been carried out in regular classrooms. Little is known
about the extent to which teachers influence student social
acceptance in inclusive classrooms. In these classrooms, it is
particularly challenging for teachers to support student social
acceptance because they are highly heterogeneous in terms of
student characteristics and broad range of educational needs (i.e.,
typically developing students, special educational needs students,
and second language learners). Therefore, it could be that the
impact of teacher related variables on student social outcomes
differs from that in regular classrooms. This study contributes
to the understanding of the role of teachers in student social
acceptance in inclusive classrooms.

Developmental studies have shown that supporting student
social acceptance in the peer group is vital to their social and
academic development, as negative outcomes can be prevented.
Students who are rejected by their classmates show higher rates
of stress and school avoidance and display lower academic
engagement (Ladd et al., 2008; Peters et al., 2011). In the
longer term, the lack of peer acceptance can cause behavioral
problems (Sturaro et al., 2011) and result in students dropping
out of school (Ollendick et al., 1992). Research has shown
that some students are more vulnerable and are more likely to
experience social rejection and negative academic outcomes. In
inclusive classrooms, students with special educational needs are
sometimes at greater risk of being less accepted by their peers
than their classmates without special educational needs (Koster
et al., 2010; Pijl and Frostad, 2010; Grütter et al., 2015). Students
showing a lack of socially competent behavior are also less likely
to be accepted by their peers (de Monchy et al., 2004; Mand,
2007; Bacete et al., 2017). For instance, Bacete et al. (2017)
asked first and second grade students about their reasons for

rejecting a peer. Most students associated the rejection of peers
with behaviors that threatened social expectations and norms
(e.g., pushing around, bossing about, interrupting, hitting). This
indicates that student social behavior determines their level of
social acceptance within the peer group. On a classroom level,
however, expected and “normal” social behavior is dependent on
the classroom norm. This means that a student’s social acceptance
is also determined by the acceptance of their behavior by the
group (Chang, 2004; Hitti et al., 2011). Whether behaviors such
as aggression and prosocial actions are perceived as “normal” in
a classroom is, in turn, dependent on teacher practices (Mikami
et al., 2012). Therefore, both peer group dynamics and the
teachers’ role in creating it are relevant when analyzing how to
foster the social acceptance of all students (Farmer et al., 2019).

Currently, the impact of teachers on students is conceptualized
with models of teacher competence. Blömeke et al. (2015) and
Krauss et al. (2020) describe the process of teacher influence
on the students as dispositions (cognitive and affect-motivation)
of the teacher that affect his or her teaching practices, which
in turn have an impact on the students. These models and
the associated studies mostly focus on cognitive and non-
cognitive student outcomes related to mathematical learning
(e.g., mathematical achievement, motivation). However, the
models are also useful as heuristics for social outcomes like the
social acceptance of students. Krauss et al. (2020) distinguish
the affect-motivation dispositions self-regulation, motivational
orientations as well as beliefs, values, and goals, to which attitudes
can be included. These dispositions affect teaching practices in
the dimensions of classroom management, student support, and
cognitive activation. Focusing on inclusive classrooms, the affect-
motivation variable “teacher attitude toward inclusive education”
and its relationship to other teacher related variables has been
analyzed in several studies.

Current research shows a relationship between attitudes
toward inclusion–or attitudes toward students with disabilities–
and inclusive teaching practices. Avramidis et al. (2019) found
that teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion and their self-efficacy
for inclusive practices predicted their willingness to implement
a peer-tutoring program. Further, research by Wilson et al.
(2019) indicated that teachers with more positive attitudes
toward children with disabilities had higher self-efficacy and a
higher inclination to use inclusive teaching practices. According
to Hellmich et al. (2019), primary school teachers’ everyday
practices in heterogeneous classrooms were related to their
intentions regarding the implementation of inclusive education
and to their attitudes toward inclusive education. Moreover,
a longitudinal study from Bosse et al. (2016) showed that
teachers with more positive attitudes toward inclusion were
less anxious. Less anxiety might in turn positively affect the
teaching quality. Finally, Monsen et al. (2014) showed that
teachers with highly positive attitudes toward inclusion made
a greater effort to adapt their learning, social, and emotional
classroom environments to reflect an atmosphere suitable for
included students with special educational needs. To conclude,
many studies suggest a relationship between teacher attitudes
toward inclusion and teaching practices in inclusive classrooms.
However, this relationship has not been extensively investigated
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in longitudinal studies. In addition, teaching practices were
assessed with self-reported data from the teachers. Studies with
concrete behavior observations are lacking.

Classroom management is a core component of effective
teaching practice (Hattie, 2009) and researchers have highlighted
its particular importance in inclusive classrooms (Jordan and
McGhie-Richmond, 2014; Farmer et al., 2019). Farmer et al.
(2019) point out that classroom management is designed to foster
student development and the maintenance of new competencies.
In an observational study, Jordan and McGhie-Richmond
(2014) identified classroom management as an effective teaching
practice that correlated with the amount of instructional time.
Helmke (2014) emphasized three factors for effective classroom
management: (1) clear rules and the early establishment
and consistent realization of social and academic norms,
(2) successful time management which facilitates the smooth
transition from one activity to the next and prevents tardiness
and unnecessary waiting, and (3) the effective prevention
and handling of classroom disruptions. Jordan and McGhie-
Richmond (2014) report, focusing on inclusive classrooms, that
well-established classroom routines for beginning and ending
a lesson, handing out and collecting materials and transitions
between tasks, expecting students to help each other before
asking for help from the teacher, and taking some responsibility
for managing their behavior and engagement in learning
activities, are crucial.

Most of the research on the effects of classroom management
has focused on the academic progress of students as an outcome
variable. Only in recent years has there been an increasing interest
in investigating the impact of teacher classroom management
practices on student social outcomes (e.g., Farmer et al., 2019).
As a classroom leader, the teacher plays a crucial role in the
management of behavior (e.g., with the implementation of
rules) as well as the acceptance of students’ behavior (Pianta
and Hamre, 2009; Mikami et al., 2010; Farmer et al., 2011).
Karakaya and Tufan (2018) examined the relationship between
teachers’ classroom management and students’ social behavior in
a sample with preschoolers aged 4–7. No relationship between
these variables could be found. However, data were collected
using teacher questionnaires and concrete teaching practices
were not examined. This might have affected the results. Based
on research on the relationship between teachers’ classroom
practices and the occurrence of disruptive behavior (e.g., Stronge
et al., 2011) it can be hypothesized, that a high level of effective
classroom management practices, like the implementation of
effective rules, can prevent disruptive behavior (Kostewicz et al.,
2008). This in turn can positively affect the social acceptance
of students who are at risk of being rejected because of their
disruptive behavior. A meta-analysis of Korpershoek et al. (2016)
showed that classroom management facilitates both academic
and socio-emotional learning. In their research summary, Soodak
and McCarthy (2006) stress that certain teaching practices (i.e.,
using hands-on activities, peer tutoring) are associated with
social acceptance in the peer group. However, this positive
effect needs to be supported by more evidence, as studies
on the impact of classroom management on social acceptance
are very scarce.

In conclusion, students’ social acceptance is determined by
individual characteristics such as student social behavior. In
addition, some evidence is available indicating that a teacher’s
attitude toward inclusive education–as an affect-motivation
disposition–affects their teaching practices. However, the findings
are based on self-reported teacher behavior. Studies that
investigate the relationship between attitudes toward inclusion
and the concrete teaching practices in class are lacking. Finally,
there is a growing body of research suggesting that social
acceptance in the peer group is influenced by how teachers
manage the classroom. Yet, there are not many empirical studies
that have examined the extent to which classroom management
affects students’ social acceptance in inclusive classrooms.

In light of the current state of research, this study will answer
the following research questions on an individual and on a
classroom level (see Figure 1).

(1) Does student social behavior predict student social
acceptance in the peer group (individual level)? In
accordance to previous findings (e.g., de Monchy et al.,
2004; Mand, 2007; Bacete et al., 2017), it is hypothesized
that students with higher levels of social behavior are more
likely accepted by their peers.

(2) Do teacher attitudes toward inclusion predict classroom
management (classroom level)? Based on previous study
results (e.g., Hellmich et al., 2019; Wilson et al., 2019), a
significant relationship between attitudes toward inclusion
and classroom management is assumed.

(3) Does effective classroom management predict student
social acceptance in the peer group (classroom level)?
According to the research supporting the impact of
classroom management on student social experiences (e.g.,
Farmer et al., 2019), a positive relationship is assumed,
which suggests that more effective classroom management
leads to a higher level of social acceptance in the classroom.

(4) Do teacher attitudes toward inclusion predict student
social acceptance in the peer group (classroom level)?
Considering the expected relationship of affect-motivation
dispositions and teaching practices (Blömeke et al., 2015;
Krauss et al., 2020), no direct relationship between attitudes
toward inclusion and social acceptance is expected. Only an
indirect effect via classroom management is assumed.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Procedure
The sample of the present study consists of 34 inclusive classes
from grade 1 to grade 3 (6-to-9-year old students; n = 580) from
9 cantons in two linguistic regions of Switzerland. Eight classes
were combination classes (i.e., grade 1 to 3 or grades 1 and
2). In Switzerland, the 26 cantons are individually responsible
for education and each have their own regulations. All cantons
embrace inclusive education, but implementation differs. In
some cantons all students with learning disabilities and 50%
of the students with intellectual disabilities attend mainstream
classes while in other cantons, the level of inclusion is much
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FIGURE 1 | Hypothesized Model. Solid arrows represent hypothesized effects. Dashed arrows depict paths that are expected to be 0. On the individual level,
student social behavior is assumed to predict student social acceptance. On the classroom level, teacher attitudes are hypothesized to predict teacher classroom
management, but to have no direct effect on student social acceptance. Teacher classroom management, however, is expected to be a significant predictor of
student social acceptance on the classroom level. Teacher attitudes are assumed to only affect students’ social acceptance indirectly (mediated by teacher
classroom management).

lower. Invitation letters were sent to several schools via school
authorities. Teachers decided voluntarily whether or not they
wished to participate (n = 34). The parents gave written consent
for the participation of their children in the study. Classes were
included in the study if they included at least one student who
had been diagnosed, prior to the study, with an intellectual
disability or a severe learning disability (cut off criteria IQ < 75)
by a school psychologist (n = 43). Students with milder
learning disabilities and behavioral problems were also enrolled
in these classes. However, according to the common practice
in Switzerland these students were not officially diagnosed as
having special educational needs. Due to the small number
of students diagnosed with an intellectual disability or severe
learning disability in each class, this variable (with special
educational needs vs. without special educational needs) could
not be included in the study analyses. Nevertheless, these students
were part of the study sample.

In the study sample, a special education teacher was present
in the classes, with a range of 3–17 h per week (M = 9.1,
SD = 3.73). In 17 classrooms, the special education teacher
was present in the classrooms in all of his or her lessons of
support, and the general education and the special education
teacher were both present in the classroom. In 12 classes, a
mixed setting was chosen (in-class support and one-to-one
support outside the classroom, or in-class-support combined
with small group support of students with and without an
intellectual disability). In the remaining 5 classes, the support
of the special education teacher was provided exclusively for
the student(s) with an intellectual disability in a resource room.
This so-called “nested-instruction” structure where there are
occasionally two teachers present in the classroom, makes it

challenging to examine the influence of the teachers (Jones
and Brownell, 2014; Pfister et al., 2015). Strategies that were
implemented to deal with this challenge will be described in the
measures section.

The study was conducted over one school year. Student
social behavior and social acceptance at t1 were assessed at
the beginning of the school year, social acceptance at t2 at the
end. The teacher questionnaire on attitudes toward inclusion
was administered at the beginning of the school year. Teacher
classroom management in class was observed 3–4 months
after the beginning of the school year by videotaping one
mathematics lesson.

Measures
Teacher Attitudes Toward Inclusion
Teacher attitudes toward inclusion were assessed using the
Opinions Relative to the Integration of Students with Disabilities
questionnaire (ORI; n = 34, Min = 73, Max = 130, M = 102.21,
SD = 13.1, 25 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85). The questionnaire
was translated and the terminology and the labels of the
factors were adapted (i.e., integration, disability) to make it
more suitable in the contemporary Swiss context (Ewing et al.,
2018) and the specific setting of regular classes attended by
students with an intellectual disability. The ORI questionnaire
consists of four factors (Antonak and Larrivee, 1995). Factor
I is comprised of eight items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.85) on
the benefits of inclusive education (e.g., “The challenge of
being in a regular classroom promotes the academic growth
of students with ID.”). Factor II includes 10 items (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.70) on the behavior of students with an intellectual
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disability and classroom management (e.g., “It is not more
difficult to maintain order in a regular classroom that contains
a student with an intellectual disability than in one that
does not contain students with an intellectual disability.”).
Factor III includes three items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.69) on
the perceived ability to teach students with an intellectual
disability (e.g., “Regular classroom teachers have the ability
necessary to work with students with an intellectual disability.”).
Factor IV comprises four items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.51) on
the topic “special versus inclusive education” (e.g., “Students
with an intellectual disability can best be served in regular
classrooms”). In the present study, the analyses are carried out
both with the total score of the ORI as a manifest variable and,
separately, with the scores of factors I (benefits of inclusion),
II (behavior management), and III (ability to teach) as manifest
variables. Factor IV is excluded because of its low reliability in
the study sample.

Teacher Classroom Management
Video data were used to assess classroom management. Between
November and December, approximately 3–4 months after the
start of the school year, one mathematics lesson per class
(duration M = 48.88 min, SD = 10.33) was videotaped using
two cameras (3329 min in total). Teachers were given two fixed
conditions for the video-recorded lesson: (a) the content had
to be arithmetic and (b) the study aimed to record business
as usual. That meant, for example, that both the general
education teacher and the special education teacher had to be
teaching during the lesson. As the general education teacher
lead the classroom activities during most of the lesson, only
his or her classroom management practices were considered for
further analyses.

After the video session, the teachers were interviewed to
determine if the recorded lesson had been typical for a
mathematics lesson and the setting of the collaboration. Based
on the interviews, the video-recorded lessons were assessed to
be “mostly typical” or “rather typical.” Only video data from
typical situations were included in the analyses (n = 33). Two
items were defined and rated by indicators: time management
and consistent implementation of clear rules. The ratings
describe an overall evaluation of a whole lesson unit that
is based on the intensity or degree of the shown behavior
(Rakoczy and Pauli, 2006) using a Likert-like scale, ranging
from 4 = full compliance with the ideal performance to 1 = no
compliance with the ideal performance. Indicators for time
management were, for instance, “the teacher uses the time for
instructional and content-based activities” or “the transition of
one lesson phase to the next proceeds smoothly.” Indicators
for the item implementation of rules were, for instance, “the
teacher ensures that the students obey the rules” or “the
teacher draws the attention of the students to rule violations.”
Each video was rated independently by two trained rater.
Interrater reliability grelativ (Clausen et al., 2003) was 0.88
for time management and 0.86 for implementation of rules.
G-Coefficients are interpreted according to the same criteria as
reliability coefficients (ibid.), therefore the interrater reliability
was good. Each class had a score for time management (M = 2.45,

SD = 0.75) and a score for the implementation of rules
(M = 3.12, SD = 0.8).

Student Social Behavior
To assess the social behavior of students, their peers were asked
two questions about cooperative and prosocial behavior (n = 579,
Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84). Participants rated four randomly
selected classmates on a five-point-scale with smileys (1 = / = “I
do not agree at all” to 5 = , = “I totally agree”) with respect to
how well they could work with them and how helpful they were.
For each student, an average cooperative behavior score (n = 579,
M = 3.71, SD = 0.84) and an average prosocial behavior score
(n = 579, M = 3.62, SD = 0.86) at t1 was calculated.

Student Social Acceptance
The social acceptance of students was determined by asking
their peers at the beginning (t1) and end of the school year (t2)
questions about playing together. The sociometric instrument
was developed based on the recommendations in Hymel et al.
(2004). Participants rated how much they liked to play with every
single classmate on a five-point-scale with smileys (1 = / = “I
do not like to play with X at all” to 5 = , = “I like to play
with X a lot”). For each student, an average acceptance score
was calculated with the ratings received from all classmates
at t1 (n = 580, M = 3.49, SD = 0.61) and t2 (n = 565,
M = 3.47, SD = 0.61).

Analysis Strategy
The data from this study is hierarchically structured, with
students nested within classes. Multilevel modeling offers an
appropriate framework to examine this complex data structure
(Hox et al., 2017). In a first step, in order to verify the multilevel
structure of the data, the classroom differences for all variables
at the individual level were verified with analysis of variance
and by calculating the intraclass correlation coefficients ICC(1)
and ICC(2) with R package multilevel 2.6 (Bliese, 2016). While
the ICC(1) represents the proportion of the total variance
explained by the grouping structure, the ICC(2) shows the
reliability of aggregated variables. Further, correlations between
the study variables at the classroom level (e.g., teacher attitudes
toward inclusion) and the individual level (e.g., student social
behavior) were computed.

In a second step, multilevel structural equation modeling
was performed using the R package lavaan 0.6–5 (Rosseel,
2012; Rosseel et al., 2019). Multilevel modeling enables
the investigation of the extent to which the classroom
differences (between-classroom variation) in social acceptance
at t2 were predicted by teacher attitudes toward inclusion and
teacher classroom management. At the individual level (within-
classroom variation), the extent to which student social behavior
and social acceptance at t1 were predictors of student social
acceptance at t2 was examined. In accordance with previous
findings on sex-differences in social behavior, sex was added
as a control variable at the individual level. Full information
maximum likelihood estimation was employed to make use of all
available data. The goodness of fit of the estimated models was
evaluated using four indicators: chi-square test, comparative fit
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index (CFI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA),
and standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR).

RESULTS

Intraclass Correlations
The analysis of variance showed significant differences between
the classes for the variables at the individual level: cooperative
behavior, prosocial behavior, and social acceptance (t1 and t2).
The differences between the classes were significant for student
social acceptance at t1 (F[33, 546] = 3.27, p < 0.001) and
at t2 (F[33, 531] = 4.55, p < 0.001), as well as for student
cooperative behavior (F[33, 545] = 1.64, p < 0.05) and prosocial
behavior (F[33, 545] = 1.99, p < 0.001). The intraclass correlation
coefficient ICC(1) values showed that 17.6% of total variance
in social acceptance at t2 and 11.7% of total variance in social
acceptance at t1 were explained by the classroom level. In
contrast, only 3.6% of total variance of student cooperative
behavior and 6% of total variance of student prosocial behavior
were explained by the grouping structure, which is lower than the
usual range (ICC[1] > 0.10–0.25) in educational studies (Hedges
and Hedberg, 2007). Thus, in the multilevel structural equation
modeling, only the student variables of social acceptance at t1 and
t2 where aggregated at the classroom level. The ICC(2) values for
social acceptance at t1 (0.69) and t2 (0.78) revealed a moderately
good reliability of the group mean (Trevethan, 2017).

Further, the correlations between the variables on the
individual level revealed a significant but small (Cohen, 1988)
negative relationship between student sex and their social
behavior (Table 1), which means girls were perceived as showing
higher levels of social behavior than boys. In addition, student
social behavior was moderately to strongly positively correlated
with student social acceptance at t1 and t2. On the classroom level,
teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion were positively but weakly
correlated with teachers’ time management and implementation
of rules. Looking separately at each teacher attitude factor,
only behavior management and perceived ability to teach were
positively, but weakly, correlated with teacher time management
and with teacher implementation of rules.

The Role of Teacher Attitudes Toward
Inclusion and Classroom Management in
Student Social Acceptance
The hypothesized model with teacher attitudes toward inclusion
as a manifest variable fitted the data well, χ2(6) = 6.36, p = 0.384,
CFI = 1, RMSEA = 0.01 [90% CI: 0,0.06], SRMR = 0.02,
SRMRbetween = 0.05. The results are presented in Figure 2.
On the individual level, student social behavior was correlated
with student social acceptance at t1 and was a predictor of
student social acceptance at t2. Student sex was correlated with
student social behavior. More specifically, girls were rated as
having significantly higher levels of social behavior than boys.
On the class level, classroom management was a significant
predictor of student social acceptance at t2. As hypothesized,
teacher attitudes toward inclusion did not predict student social
acceptance at t2. In addition, teacher attitudes toward inclusion
were not related to teacher classroom management, which was
unexpected. On both levels, social acceptance at t1 strongly
predicted social acceptance at t2, which indicates a high stability
of social acceptance over time.

An alternative model was tested with the three factors
of teacher attitudes toward inclusion added separately as
manifest variables. The adapted model also fitted the data well,
χ2(11) = 23.29, p < 0.05, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.05 [90%
CI:0.02,0.07], SRMR = 0.02, SRMRbetween = 0.17. As expected,
teacher attitudes about benefits of inclusion, about behavior
management in inclusive classrooms, and about the ability to
teach in inclusive classrooms had no effect on student social
acceptance t2 at the classroom level. In addition, none of the
three factors of teacher attitudes toward inclusion predicted
classroom management.

DISCUSSION

In this study, the impact of student social behavior, teachers’
attitudes toward inclusion, and classroom management on
student social acceptance in inclusive classrooms was examined.
Also, the extent to which teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion

TABLE 1 | Correlations of student variables on individual level (n = 580) and teacher variables on classroom level (n = 34).

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

1. Sex (male = 1)

2. Social Acceptance t1 −0.07

3. Social Acceptance t2 −0.05 0.74***

4. Cooperative Behavior −0.16*** 0.58*** 0.51***

5. Prosocial Behavior −0.15*** 0.53*** 0.47*** 0.72***

6. Attitudes −0.01 0.08* 0.03 −0.03 0.004

7. Benefits of Inclusion −0.03 0.12** 0.07 −0.02 −0.03 0.81***

8. Behavior Management −0.03 0.08 0.02 0.01 0.06 0.84*** 0.49***

9. Ability to Teach −0.01 −0.004 0.01 −0.04 −0.07 0.5*** 0.18*** 0.36***

10. Time Management 0.04 0.09* 0.18*** −0.08 0.05 0.28*** 0.06 0.36*** 0.15**

11. Implementation of Rules −0.02 0.02 0.1* −0.08 0.11* 0.28*** 0.08 0.32*** 0.1* 0.7***

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
Two-tailed. Variables 1–5 are student variables (individual level). Variables 6–11 are teacher attitudes and classroom management variables (classroom level).
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FIGURE 2 | Path diagram of the final model, containing all hypothesized paths and covariances. The dashed black arrow represents the hypothesized significant
path between attitudes and classroom management that was not confirmed. The dashed gray arrow depicts the path between attitudes and social acceptance at t2
that was hypothesized to be 0. Standardized estimates are provided with their respective level of significance (two-tailed). ∗p < 0.05. ∗∗p < 0.01. ∗ ∗ ∗p < 0.001.

as affect-motivation dispositions predict teachers’ classroom
management was investigated. This study contributes to a
better understanding of the impact of teachers’ attitudes toward
inclusion and teachers’ practices on student social experiences
in the peer group. In addition, it includes both student and
teacher predictors that contribute to the social acceptance of
students on an individual and on a classroom level. Further, it
adds value to earlier research by assessing classroom management
with behavior observations in class.

Social acceptance in the peer group is an important aspect
of social participation (Koster et al., 2009; Bossaert et al.,
2013). Being accepted by peers can be crucial for the academic
and socio-emotional development of students (Eriksson and
Granlund, 2004). In inclusive classrooms however, some students
are more at risk of having difficulties with their social
participation than others. For instance, students with special
educational needs are less accepted by peers than their classmates
without special educational needs (Krull et al., 2014; Nepi et al.,
2015). In order to be able to foster the social participation of
all students in inclusive classrooms, the relevant factors on an
individual and classroom level need to be identified.

In this study, the findings indicate that in inclusive classrooms
students are more accepted by peers if they are perceived as
displaying cooperative and prosocial behavior. Students with low
levels of social behavior were less accepted by the peer group. This
is in line with previous research showing that children reject their

peers because of their problematic social behavior (Bacete et al.,
2017) and that a lack of socially competent behavior predicts peer
rejection (Pedersen et al., 2007). Although students with special
educational needs who show a lack of socially competent behavior
are more likely to be rejected by their peers (Frederickson
and Furnham, 2004; Odom et al., 2006), the results of this
study suggest that students without special educational needs
are also affected by the association between social behavior and
social acceptance. Thus, creating opportunities for all students
to acquire and practice cooperative and prosocial behaviors in
the peer group (e.g., with peer assisted learning settings) is an
important element in the facilitation of student social acceptance
in inclusive classrooms (Garrote et al., 2017).

At the classroom level, effective teacher classroom
management had, as predicted, a positive impact on the
level of social acceptance in the classroom. While many
studies have revealed the effect of classroom management on
student academic outcomes (e.g., Hattie, 2009), this result
supports the finding that student social outcomes are influenced
by teachers’ classroom management practices as well (e.g.,
Soodak and McCarthy, 2006). Further, it provides empirical
evidence for the concept of the “invisible hand” that refers
to the potential teachers have to unobtrusively influence the
classroom social dynamics (Farmer et al., 2018). Whether
intentionally or not, first to third grade teachers had an impact
on the social acceptance level of the peer group through
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their classroom management practices. Implementing clear
and consistent rules, as well as successfully managing time,
to avoid tardiness and unnecessary waiting, resulted in a
higher level of social acceptance in the classroom by the end
of the school year. It can be assumed that these classroom
management routines prevented disruptive behavior (Kostewicz
et al., 2008) and thus prevented a negative perception of
students with disruptive behavior, which in turn affected the
social acceptance level in the classroom. Finally, the results
also highlight the importance of teachers’ awareness of social
dynamics in the classroom and of their unique position to
support social experiences of students in the peer group with
adequate classroom management practices (Farmer et al., 2019;
Juvonen et al., 2019).

Teacher attitudes toward inclusion, as an affect-motivation
disposition aspect of teacher competence, played no significant
role in the social acceptance level in the classroom. This was
expected as current research from regular classrooms shows that
affect-motivation dispositions influence teaching practices and
only indirectly affect student outcomes via teaching practices
(Blömeke et al., 2015; Krauss et al., 2020). However, in this
study, teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion also did not predict
teachers’ classroom management practices. Therefore, teachers’
attitudes toward inclusion had also no indirect effect–via teachers’
classroom management–on student social acceptance. These
study findings indicate that the attitudes of teachers toward
inclusion might be less important than has been suggested
by many cross-sectional studies (e.g., de Boer et al., 2012;
Desombre et al., 2019; Hellmich et al., 2019) and that its
impact on teaching practices is overestimated. Studies have
found that teachers with more teaching experience in inclusive
classrooms hold more positive attitudes toward inclusion (De
Boer et al., 2011). This could indicate a stronger effect of
teaching practices on teacher attitudes than vice versa. It
could also be that teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion are
more important in preventing the exclusion of students with
special educational needs from mainstream education and affect
the willingness of teachers to include students with special
educational needs in their mainstream classes (Malki and
Einat, 2018). Further, as suggested by Savolainen et al. (2020),
teachers’ self-efficacy could be a more relevant predictor of
teaching practices. However, looking at the factors of teacher
attitudes separately, neither teachers’ perception of their behavior
management nor their perception of their ability to teach in
inclusive classrooms, which should to some extent represent the
behavioral dispositions of teachers, predicted their classroom
management practices. These results support the finding of
Hellmich et al. (2019) indicating no significant relationship
between self-efficacy beliefs and self-reported teaching practices.
However, the lack of significant effect in the present study
could be due to the unidimensional assessment of attitudes
toward inclusion with the ORI questionnaire (Ewing et al.,
2018). Whereas the cognitive component of teachers’ attitudes
toward inclusion might not be represented in teachers’ behavior,
behavioral and affective components of teachers’ attitudes toward
inclusion are probably more strongly related to teacher behavior.
In conclusion, the state of the research and the results show

that attitudes toward inclusion, and especially the assumptions
on its effects, remain a “fuzzy concept.” In the end, positive
attitudes toward inclusion might be, as reported by Bosse et al.
(2016), a result of teachers’ experiences of stress. In order to
be able to draw any conclusions on the impact of teacher
attitudes toward inclusion on teacher practices in class, further
longitudinal studies using multidimensional assessment scales
are clearly needed.

This study provides supporting evidence for the role teachers
play in promoting social acceptance in inclusive classrooms.
However, its findings need to be interpreted in light of its
limitations. First, video-data were available from only one
lesson. According to Praetorius et al. (2014), one videotaped
lesson per class should be enough to analyze classroom
management reliably. Nevertheless, teachers and students might
have been influenced by being videotaped. In particular, the
students might have displayed less disruptive behavior than in a
setting without a video camera (Hawthorn-effect; Coombs and
Smith, 2003). Second, classroom management of the teacher
might be affected by the presence of the special education
teacher in some of the classrooms as well as by the nested
instruction (Jones and Brownell, 2014; Pfister et al., 2015).
Third, the missing significant relationship between teachers’
attitudes toward inclusion and their classroom management
practices could be caused by the unidimensional assessment
of teachers’ attitudes. Recent studies strongly recommend
considering not only the cognitive component, but also the
affective and the behavioral (de Boer et al., 2012; Ewing et al.,
2018). Fourth, the sequential assessment of the student social
acceptance and the teachers’ classroom management is only
one element in favor of a causal relationship between these
variables. Longitudinal studies using cross-lagged panel analyses
with several measurement points are needed to support this
causal claim (Selig and Little, 2012). Finally, the impact of
the teacher related variables was studied for the whole class.
The link between social behavior and social acceptance was
not examined for students with special educational needs vs.
students without special educational needs. The results may
have differed if students with special educational needs were
compared to their classmates. The small number of students with
special educational needs per class made it difficult to examine
this question. In addition, teachers’ attitudes and behavior
were assessed on a classroom level and not as they related
to each individual student. Further studies investigating the
effects of teacher related variables on an individual level and
comparing their effects on students with and without special
educational needs are needed to disentangle the impact of
teacher attitudes and behavior on student social acceptance in
inclusive classrooms.

To conclude, this longitudinal study confirms the significance
of effective classroom management for student social
acceptance (Soodak and McCarthy, 2006; Farmer et al.,
2019). Teachers influence the social dynamics in the classroom
by implementing their classroom routines. In order to use
this influence to support student social acceptance, it is of
utmost importance that teachers are aware of the positive or
negative impact they have on social experiences of students
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in the peer group (Farmer et al., 2019). Therefore, future studies
should examine the impact of specific classroom management
practices on student social experiences and learning about
the effects of classroom management practices on student
academic and social outcomes should be a mandatory component
of teacher education. Further, considering the limitations of
the present study, the impact of teachers’ attitudes toward
inclusion remains unclear. Interestingly, although the empirical
evidence on the impact of teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion
is lacking, supporting student teachers in developing positive
attitudes toward inclusion is still a major aim in the pre-
service formation in some countries (e.g., Hellmich et al., 2016;
Junker et al., 2020). This shows that more research is urgently
needed to disentangle the relationship between the specific affect-
motivation dispositions in terms of inclusion and the concrete
teaching practices in inclusive classrooms.
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A Corrigendum on

Social Acceptance in Inclusive Classrooms: The Role of Teacher Attitudes Toward Inclusion

and ClassroomManagement

by Garrote, A., Felder, F., Krähenmann, H., Schnepel, S., Sermier Dessemontet, R., and Moser Opitz,
E. (2020). Front. Educ. 5:582873. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2020.582873

In the published article, there was an error in affiliation 3. Instead of “Canton of Vaud,” it should be
“State of Vaud.”

In the original article, there was an error. The SRMR-Value on level 2 is missing.
A correction should be made to Results, The Role of Teacher Attitudes Toward Inclusion and

ClassroomManagement in Student Social Acceptance, paragraph one:
“The hypothesized model with teacher attitudes toward inclusion as a manifest variable fitted

the data well, χ
2(6) = 6.36, p = 0.384, CFI = 1, RMSEA = 0.01 [90% CI: 0,0.06], SRMR =

0.02, SRMRbetween = 0.05. The results are presented in Figure 2. On the individual level, student
social behavior was correlated with student social acceptance at t1 and was a predictor of student
social acceptance at t2. Student sex was correlated with student social behavior. More specifically,
girls were rated as having significantly higher levels of social behavior than boys. On the class
level, classroom management was a significant predictor of student social acceptance at t2. As
hypothesized, teacher attitudes toward inclusion did not predict student social acceptance at t2.
In addition, teacher attitudes toward inclusion were not related to teacher classroom management,
which was unexpected. On both levels, social acceptance at t1 strongly predicted social acceptance
at t2, which indicates a high stability of social acceptance over time.”

An additional correction should be made to Results, The Role of Teacher Attitudes Toward

Inclusion and ClassroomManagement in Student Social Acceptance, paragraph two:
“An alternative model was tested with the three factors of teacher attitudes toward inclusion

added separately as manifest variables. The adapted model also fitted the data well, χ2(11)= 23.29,
p < 0.05, CFI = 0.99, RMSEA = 0.05 [90% CI:0.02,0.07], SRMR = 0.02, SRMRbetween = 0.17. As
expected, teacher attitudes about benefits of inclusion, about behavior management in inclusive
classrooms, and about the ability to teach in inclusive classrooms had no effect on student social
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acceptance t2 at the classroom level. In addition, none of the
three factors of teacher attitudes toward inclusion predicted
classroom management.”

The authors apologize for these errors and state that this does
not change the scientific conclusions of the article in any way.
The original article has been updated.
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Relationships and Classroom Social
Management on Child-Perceived
Peer Social Experiences During Early
School Years
Jing Chen1* , Hui Jiang1, Laura M. Justice1,2, Tzu-Jung Lin1,2, Kelly M. Purtell1,3 and
Arya Ansari1,3
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Interactions with teachers and peers are critical for children’s social, behavioral,
and academic development in the classroom context. However, these two types of
interpersonal interactions in the classroom are usually pursued via separate lines of
inquiries. The current study bridges these two areas of research to examine the way
in which teachers influence child-perceived peer social support and peer victimization
for 2,678 children within 183 classrooms in preschool through grade three. Two
levels of teacher influence are considered, namely teacher–child closeness and conflict
relationships at the child-level, and teacher management of interpersonal interactions
at the classroom-level. Results of multilevel regression models showed that teacher–
child closeness was associated with the growth of child-perceived peer social support
from fall to spring, whereas teacher–child conflict and teachers’ behavior management
practices were associated with the change in child-perceived peer victimization across
the academic year. These associations were unique and above and beyond the influence
of children’s actual peer social interactions, including reciprocal friendships and the
collective classroom reputation of peer victimization. Collectively, findings highlight
the multi-faceted teacher roles in shaping children’s perceptions of their peer social
experiences during the earliest years of schooling.

Keywords: child-perception of peer social experiences, peer social support, peer victimization, teacher–child
relationships, classroom social management

INTRODUCTION

Children’s interactions with their teachers and peers are both salient features of the classroom
environment and figure prominently in theories concerning children’s development and learning
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006). Studies find that positive interactions with teachers and
with peers and the way in which teachers manage interpersonal interactions in the classroom
influence children’s concurrent and long-term social, emotional, and academic development (e.g.,
Kochenderfer and Ladd, 1996; Jerome et al., 2009; Hosan and Hoglund, 2017; Ladd et al., 2017).
However, much of the extant literature has considered the influence of teachers and peers separately
(Hughes and Im, 2016; Wang et al., 2016). Consequently, we know little about the roles of teachers
in optimizing children’s perceptions of their peer social experiences and whether teacher influences
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are above and beyond children’s actual peer social interactions.
This an important gap in knowledge because researchers have
argued that children’s perceptions of their peer social experiences
might be more predictive of their social and psychological well-
being and school success than their actual peer interactions
(Betts et al., 2013; Troop-Gordon et al., 2019; Önder et al.,
2019). Thus, the current study examines multiple levels of
teacher influences, including teacher–child relationships (i.e.,
closeness and conflict) at the child-level and teachers’ classroom
management of interpersonal interactions at the classroom-
level, on two aspects of peer social experiences from children’s
perspective: peer social support and peer victimization.

Significance of Child-Perceived Peer
Social Experiences
Peer social support and peer victimization are two important
aspects of children’s classroom experiences. Peer social support
refers to supportive behaviors from peers that can enhance
children’s functioning and resilience to difficulties (Bakalım
and Taşdelen-Karçkay, 2016). Bakalım and Taşdelen-Karçkay
argued that peer social support provides children with emotional
comfort that protects children against anxiety and stress, helps
them cope with difficulties via guidance and feedback. Indeed,
peer social support is associated with a range of positive
outcomes, including children’s motivation, attention, academic
attitudes, and achievement (Coolahan et al., 2000; Bursal, 2017).
Thus, peer social support is considered as a primary indicator
of school adaptiveness and academic success from preschool
through elementary school and above (Coolahan et al., 2000;
Blandon et al., 2010).

Peer victimization, on the other hand, has been linked with
school maladjustment, which refers to physical and emotional
harms children receive from peers, such as being hit and
teased. Studies find that peer victimization is a precursor of
loneliness and school avoidance (Kochenderfer and Ladd, 1996;
Buhs and Ladd, 2001) and is associated with low self-esteem,
depression, external behavioral problems, and academic failure
(Olweus, 1992; Alsaker, 1993; Blandon et al., 2010; Ladd et al.,
2017). Researchers report that children who experience peer
victimization tend to be less engaged classroom activities, which,
in turn, is associated with their emotional adjustment difficulties
and limits their access to opportunities and resources that are
essential for social and academic development (Buhs and Ladd,
2001; Blandon et al., 2010).

Although children’s perceptions of their peer social
experiences are related to their actual peer social interactions
(Kochenderfer and Ladd, 1996), only a few studies have
conceptually differentiated children’s perceived peer experiences
from their actual peer experiences. This differentiation is
important because some researchers suggest that perceptions of
being supported by peers reflect children’s competency in peer
interactions, which is associated with their learning behaviors
and school success (Coolahan et al., 2000; Blandon et al., 2010).
Specifically, in the literature of peer isolation, the distinction
between objective isolation and perceived isolation has been
established, with the former representing the actual quantity

of peer interactions and the latter capturing loneliness or the
feeling of being isolated by peers (Cacioppo and Hawkley, 2009;
Danese et al., 2009).

Differentiating perceived from actual peer social experience
is also meaningful because children’s perceptions might be
more strongly associated with their social and emotional well-
being. On the one hand, children’s perceptions of their peer
social experiences can shape their self-perceptions or self-worth,
which can then influence children’s social behaviors (Ogelman
et al., 2019) and their levels of being liked by peers (Önder
et al., 2019). Önder et al. explained that self-perception reflects
one’s own competence and personality, which is established
when children perceive their strengths and weaknesses when
interacting with others and that children with low self-perception
are likely to be passive and timid in peer interactions, which
would contribute to their being less liked by peers. On the
other hand, Troop-Gordon et al. (2019) discussed that support
and victimization experiences in peer groups build children’s
beliefs about peers, which, according to social information
processing theories, would shape their behavioral and emotional
responses to future interpersonal events. Some suggest that
perceived isolation tends to result in more severe and enduring
consequences than objective isolation, because the perceptions
of being isolated can alter individuals’ social reasoning and
information processing (Cacioppo and Hawkley, 2009; Danese
et al., 2009). Specifically, Cacioppo and Hawkley explained
that the perception of being isolated by peers may trigger
children’s confirmatory and memorial bias and can lead to
their negative interpretations of peers’ social moves, which in
turn may contribute to children’s misbehaviors and emotional
maladaptiveness. Hence, although perceived and actual peer
social experiences are rarely distinguished in the broader sense
of peer social experience, it stands to reason that perceived peer
social support and perceived peer victimization would shape
children’s understandings about themselves and about others.
Therefore, there is a need to examine factors that may influence
children’s perceptions of their peer social experiences.

Teacher Influences on Peer Social
Experiences
Besides peers, teachers represent another key dimension of
classroom ecology (Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Jerome et al.,
2009). As noted earlier, however, interactions with teachers
and interactions with peers tend to be discussed separately
(Hughes and Im, 2016; Wang et al., 2016), except for only
a few studies as elaborated below; such work has suggested
that teachers’ relationships with individual children and their
classroom social management can shape children’s peer social
experiences in the classroom.

For individual children, their interactions with teachers matter
to their social experiences with peers. This is because teacher–
child interactions can be observed by all classmates, which
helps classmates draw inferences about children’s attributes and
likeability and form a classroom consensus about children’s
reputations (Hughes and Im, 2016). Further, teacher–child
closeness is grounded in positive interactions, such as warm and
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open communications, between a teacher and a child (Birch
and Ladd, 1997), which forms a secure base for children to
feel being cared and connected to the classroom environment.
Teacher–child closeness is associated with children’s engagement
in classroom activities and their social competences and peer
acceptance (e.g., Birch and Ladd, 1997; Pianta and Stuhlman,
2004; Hall-Lande et al., 2007; Gest and Rodkin, 2011). Children
with close relationships with teachers may also receive greater
support from teachers, which contributes to their social and
academic development (Hamre and Pianta, 2001). On the
contrary, teacher–child conflicts contribute to peer disliking as
well as school avoidance, externalizing behaviors, and decreased
prosocial behaviors and cooperation (Hamre and Pianta, 2001;
Hughes and Im, 2016).

At the classroom-level, teachers’ classroom management of
interpersonal interactions (i.e., classroom social management)
serves to shape children’s peer social experience. Classroom social
management is a challenge and critical task for teachers, which
requires them to be aware of children’s social needs and to
afford developmental opportunities for children to positively
interact with peers from diverse backgrounds (Farmer et al.,
2019). A commonly used tool to capture classroom social
management is the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS;
Hamre and Pianta, 2007; Pianta et al., 2008; Downer et al.,
2012), which features three domains of classroom management
based on social and instructional interpersonal interactions (i.e.,
emotional support, classroom organization, and instructional
support). These three domains are further categorized into
nine dimensions. The current study includes four dimensions
that mainly focus on the social aspect of interactional
interactions, naming positive climate, which refers to interactions
between teachers and children and among children that feature
enthusiasm, enjoyment, and respect; negative climate, which
refers to classroom interpersonal interactions that involve anger,
aggression, or harshness; teacher sensitivity, which represent
the extent to which teachers provide comfort, reassurance,
and encouragement based on individual children’s needs; and
behavior management, which refers to teachers’ effectiveness in
preventing and redirecting children’s misbehaviors. Warm and
sensitive interactions with teachers and well-managed classrooms
promote classroom inclusiveness and facilitate social connections
among children, through which children develop social and
emotional competences, reduce problematic behaviors, and
become less vulnerable to peer victimizations (Hamre and Pianta,
2001; Cappella and Neal, 2012; Downer et al., 2012).

Although teachers can influence children’s peer social
experiences via multiple avenues as reviewed above, few studies
have taken into account different levels of teacher influences
simultaneously. Farmer et al. (2019) discussed that teachers
are not only members in the classroom society interacting
directly with individual children, but, at the same time, they
also are leaders who act as an authority and a facilitator to
manage classroom dynamics and to ensure children following
the rules. Hence, the current study aims to capture teachers’
multi-faceted roles to have a more comprehensive understanding
of teacher influence on children’s peer social experiences
in the classroom.

The Current Study
The current study focuses on children from preschool through
grade three; during these grades, positive peer experiences
provide essential support to children’s development and learning,
whereas peer victimization occurs relatively more often than
that in the later grades (Kochenderfer and Ladd, 1996; Ladd
et al., 2017). Thus, there is a need to investigate teacher roles in
managing classroom social dynamics during children’s primary
years of schooling.

Although there has been some research examining certain
teacher influence on children’s peer social experiences, it is
not clear whether teacher influences operate above and beyond
the influence of children’s actual peer social interactions. For
the purpose of this study, children’s actual peer interactions
were operationalized as the number of reciprocal friendships
and their classroom reputation of peer victimization. Friendship
is considered as the most important source of peer support,
which provides children with a context for skill acquisition
and development and helps children to validate their shared
beliefs and identifies (Ladd et al., 1996; Gifford-Smith and
Brownell, 2003). Further, compared to unilateral friendships
(i.e., one child identifies the other as a friend but not vice
versa), reciprocal friendships (i.e., children mutually identify each
other as friends) tend to have higher quality, are more stable,
and, therefore provide greater peer support (e.g., Quinn and
Hennessy, 2010). Classroom reputation of peer victimization
reflects the consensus among all classmates about the extent of
harassment one experiences from peers. Hughes and Im (2016)
discussed that children’s disliking of a child tends to go beyond
dyadic antipathy and would be contributed greater by group-
based reputation based on shared observations. Both reciprocal
friendship and classroom reputation of peer victimization
triangulate the perceptions from both children and peers, which,
therefore, would be less biased by individuals’ opinions.

In all, the current study aims to examine multiple levels of
teacher influence on child-perceived peer social support and
peer victimization in the spring of the academic year when
controlling for those in the fall. Teacher influences include
teachers’ closeness and conflict with individual children and
their classroom social management at the classroom-level as
represented by observations of positive climate, negative climate,
teacher sensitivity, and behavior management. A sub-aim is to
determine whether the above teacher influences on children-
perceived social experiences are unique and operate beyond the
influence of their actual peer interactions manifested as the
number of reciprocal friendships and classroom reputation of
peer victimization.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
This study is part of a large federally funded project focused on
advancing understanding of early childhood learning experiences
from preschool (pre-kindergarten) to third grade. The study
sample consisted of two cohorts of participants, recruited from
two large school districts in a Midwestern state. Recruitment
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procedures were carried out in accordance with protocols to
protect human subjects as approved by the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) of the university.

Before the school year started, informational sessions were
held in schools located within district borders to recruit
teachers. All children in classrooms taught by participating
teachers were eligible to enroll, and consent packets were sent
home via backpack mail. Most participants were recruited in
the fall, although additional preschool classrooms were added
in winter and spring to meet recruitment goals. Consented
teachers were asked to complete questionnaires about their
classrooms, their children, their teaching practices, and their own
background information. Consented children were administered
direct assessments in fall and spring of the school year.

The sample included 43 schools, 183 classrooms, and 2,678
consented children. As summarized in Table 1, 50% of the
participating children were girls, 66% were White, and 13% were
Hispanic/Latino(a). Twelve percent of the children came from
households that primarily spoke a language other than English
and 10% of children had identified disabilities. Annual family
income was distributed bimodally with 27% of the participating
families falling in the lowest income bracket ($30,000 or lower)
and 31% in the highest income bracket ($120,001 or higher).
Forty-five percent of the children’s mothers completed 4-year
college education or higher. At the classroom level, an average
classroom had 22 children (range = 12–29). Teachers were
mostly female (97%), White (96%), and non-Hispanic (99%).
On average, they were 38 years old with 13 years of teaching
experience. Ninety-four percent of the teachers had a bachelor’s
degree or higher, and 82% had a teaching certificate.

Measures
To address the aims of the current study, we included
measures of child-perceived peer social experiences, teacher–
child relationships, classroom social management, and actual
peer social interactions. Children’s family background and
demographic information were collected from caregiver and
teacher questionnaires at the beginning of the school year.

Child-Perceived Peer Social Experiences
In fall and spring of the school year, one-on-one child interviews
were conducted by trained research staff in quiet areas of the
school hallway, and responses were recorded using a tablet in
accordance with the approved study protocols. Based on previous
studies of peer relationship and children’s school adjustment
(Asher et al., 1984; Ladd, 1990; Kochenderfer and Ladd, 1996;
Waters et al., 2012), the research team developed measures of
perceived peer social support comprising a total of 11 items (e.g.,
“How often would kids in your class help you if you are hurt?”
and “How often would kids in your class tell you you’re good
at things?”) and perceived peer victimization consisting of four
items (e.g., “Does anyone in your class ever hit you?” and “Does
anyone in your class ever say mean things to you?”). All items
used a three-point frequency scale (0 = Never, 1 = Sometimes,
2 = A lot), and the internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) ranged
from 0.75 to 0.78 across scales and time points. The responses
from items on the same scale were averaged to create composite

scores for each child. In the analysis, spring scores were used as
outcomes, and fall scores were included as covariates.

Teacher–Child Relationships
In the fall, teachers reported on their closeness and conflict with
each child using the Student–Teacher Relationship Scale (Pianta,
2001). The closeness subscale included seven items (e.g., “I share
an affectionate, warm relationship with this child” and “If upset,
this child will seek comfort from me”) and the conflict subscale
contained eight items (e.g., “This child and I always seem to
be struggling with each other” and “Dealing with this child
drains my energy”). All items used a five-point Likert-type scale
(0 = Definitely does not apply, 4 = Definitely applies) and the scales
demonstrated strong internal consistency (alphas ranged from
0.88 to 0.94). For analysis, the mean score of each subscale of the
teacher–child relationship was calculated for each child.

Classroom Social Management
Teacher’s classroom social management was captured in the
winter with the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS,
Pianta et al., 2008). As noted earlier, although the original
CLASS includes nine dimensions, the current study focuses
on four dimensions mainly from the social domain, including
(1) positive climate, which reflects the warmth, respect, and
enjoyment communicated by verbal and non-verbal interactions,
(2) negative climate, which assesses the overall level of expressed
negativity among teachers and children in the classroom, (3)
teacher sensitivity, which refers to the teacher’s awareness and
responsiveness to the various needs of individual children
and the entire class, and (4) behavior management, which
encompasses the teacher’s use of clear behavioral expectations
and effective methods to prevent and redirect misbehavior. In
each classroom, trained and reliable research staff conducted
two 30-min observation cycles, where observers live-coded the
teacher’s practice or behavior as it contributed to the overall
classroom environment on scales of 1 to 7 (1 = minimally
characteristic, 7 = highly characteristic). Composite scores for
each dimension were created by averaging across the two cycles.
To ensure reliability, research staff completed extensive training
sessions before entering the field, and ongoing quality checks
were conducted via biweekly drift meetings. In addition, 20%
of all in-field observations were double-coded, and inter-rater
agreement (i.e., two coders scored within one point of difference
on the same dimension) ranged from 0.90 to 0.92.

Peer Social Interactions
Peer social interactions including reciprocal friendships and
classroom reputation of peer victimization were collected in the
spring based on a peer nomination approach (Parkhurst and
Asher, 1992), which has been found valid for children as young
as preschoolers (Daniel et al., 2016; Chen et al., 2020). We asked
children to identify classmates “who are your best friends” and
“who gets picked on or teased?” Preschoolers were presented with
a photo roster of all children in their classrooms to facilitate the
nomination, while older children were provided a list of names
of their classmates. For each child, we counted the number of
reciprocal friendships when the child and classmates mutually
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TABLE 1 | Sample description.

Variable Valid N % missing Mean, % SD Range

Child and family characteristics

School district 2678 0.0

District 1 62.1%

District 2 37.9%

Grade level 2678 0.0

Preschool 21.7%

Kindergarten 24.7%

First grade 17.8%

Second grade 18.9%

Third grade 16.9%

Child gender 2659 0.7

Female 49.5%

Male 50.5%

Child race 2628 1.9

White/Caucasian (non-multiracial) 66.1%

Black/African American (non-multiracial) 8.0%

Asian (non-multiracial) 6.3%

Other (non-multiracial) 7.9%

Multiracial 11.8%

Child is Hispanic 2637 1.5 12.8%

Child has an IEP in spring 2450 8.5 10.1%

Primary language spoken at home is English 2649 1.1 87.9%

Annual household income 2564 4.3

<$30,001 27.2%

$30,001–$60,000 16.8%

$60,001–$90,000 12.9%

$90,001–$120,000 12.0%

>$120,000 31.1%

Mother’s highest level of education 2619 2.2

Less than high school diploma 10.3%

High school diploma or GED 31.8%

Associate degree 12.8%

Bachelor’s degree 24.8%

Graduate or professional degree 20.3%

Child age in fall (in months) 2650 1.0 78.16 18.37 25–124

Number of people in household 2026 24.3 4.51 1.23 2–9+

Number of children (age < 18) in household 2026 24.3 2.47 1.12 1–9+

Classroom and teacher characteristics

School district 183 0.0

District 1 64.5%

District 2 35.5%

Grade level 183 0.0

Preschool 25.7%

Kindergarten 25.7%

First grade 15.8%

Second grade 16.9%

Third grade 15.8%

Teacher gender 178 2.7

Female 97.2%

Male 2.8%

Teacher race 175 4.4

White/Caucasian (non-multiracial) 96.0%

Black/African American (non-multiracial) 2.3%

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 | Continued

Variable Valid N % missing Mean, % SD Range

Other (non-multiracial) and multiracial 1.7%

Teacher ethnicity [1 = Hispanic/Latino(a)] 174 4.9 1.1%

Certification status (1 = Yes) 169 7.7 82.8%

Teacher’s highest level of education 174 4.9

High school diploma or GED 1.1%

Some college credit, no degree 2.3%

Associate degree 2.3%

Bachelor’s degree 35.1%

Master’s degree 59.2%

Teacher age (in years) 179 2.2 37.66 9.05 22–60

Teaching experience (in years) 173 5.5 13.39 8.15 2–36

Number of children in classroom 178 2.7 21.90 3.99 12–29

Means are reported for continuous variables and percentages reported for categorical variables.

nominated each other as best friends; classroom reputation of
peer victimization was represented by the frequency at which the
child was nominated by classmates as someone who gets picked
on or teased. Children’s raw scores were standardized by dividing
classroom size minus one, the maximum possible value, to allow
the indices to be compared across classrooms.

Analytical Approach
We employed multilevel regression models to investigate the
effects of teacher influence on children’s perception of peer
social experiences, given that children (level-1) were nested
within classrooms (level-2). Two outcomes were examined,
namely the child-perceived peer social support and child-
perceived peer victimization in the spring. For each outcome,
we first ran unconditional multilevel models where child
outcomes were clustered by classrooms, to determine the
percentage of observed variance attributable to classroom
differences. Second, we fitted conditional multilevel models
(Model 1), examining the association between teacher–child
relationships and teacher classroom management and child-
perceived peer social experiences, controlling for the pretest
scores (i.e., child-perceived peer social experiences in the fall).
Other controlled variables included child gender, disability status
reported by teachers in spring, child race reported by caregivers
(dichotomized into White vs. non-White), grade level, and
school district. Finally, we included actual peer social interactions
(i.e., reciprocal friendship and classroom reputation of peer
victimization) as covariates to test whether teacher influences
contribute to children’s perceptions above and beyond their
actual peer social interactions (Model 2). All models were fit
in R with the lmer package (Bates et al., 2015) with maximum
likelihood estimation. Missing data were list-wise deleted. The
proportion of missing for each variable is reported in Table 1.

RESULTS

As shown in Table 2, children generally perceived that they had
some peer social support, both in fall and in spring (mean = 1.32
and 1.35) with 75–79% reporting scores between 1 (Sometimes)

and 2 (A lot). The mean of child-perceived victimization was
0.44 and 0.53 in the fall and spring, respectively, with 32–34% of
children reporting never experiencing peer victimization. A little
over one-half of children (55% in fall and 51% in spring),
however, perceived experiencing some victimization, with scores
greater than 0 (Never) but less than 1 (Sometimes). In terms of
teacher–child relationships, teachers reported moderate to high
levels of closeness (M = 3.13 out of 4) and low levels of conflict
(M = 0.63 out of 4). Additionally, the classrooms were rated as
having moderate quality in terms of teacher sensitivity (M = 4.65
out of 7), behavior management (M = 5.42 out of 7), and positive
climate (M = 5.52 out of 7), and were scored very high in the area
of negative climate (suggesting the absence of negativity; M = 6.92
out of 7). Finally, in terms of actual peer social interactions,
children had reciprocal friendships with 8% of their classmates
(range = 0–38%) and were nominated as “being picked on or
teased” by 4% of their classmates (range = 0–80%).

Pairwise correlations are presented in Table 3. There was a
moderate correlation between child-perceived peer experiences
in the fall and the spring (0.41–0.55). Child-perceived peer
victimization was negatively correlated with teachers’ behavior
management scores (−0.25 to −0.20), and child-perceived peer
victimization in the spring was also negatively correlated with
teachers’ ability to promote a positive climate (−0.16). In
addition, teacher–child closeness and conflict were negatively
correlated (−0.27), and the four CLASS indices were positively
correlated (0.17–0.70).

Teacher Influences on Child-Perceived
Peer Social Experiences
The primary aim of the current study was to examine the
associations between teacher–child relationships and teachers’
classroom social management and two aspects of child-perceived
peer social experiences in the spring: peer social support and
peer victimization. The unconditional model (Model 0, output
not presented) showed that for perceived peer social support, 3%
of the variance (<0.01) was attributable to differences between
classrooms, and 97% (0.15) was due to individual differences.
For perceived peer victimization, 14% of the variance (0.04)
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TABLE 2 | Descriptives of key study variables.

Variable N % missing Mean SD Range

Child-perceived peer social experiences

Child-perceived peer support fall 2214 17.3 1.32 0.42 0.00–2.00

Child-perceived peer support spring 2443 8.8 1.35 0.39 0.00–2.00

Child-perceived peer victimization fall 2234 16.6 0.44 0.51 0.00–2.00

Child-perceived peer victimization spring 2457 8.3 0.53 0.54 0.00–2.00

Actual peer social interactions (standardized)

Reciprocal friends 2461 8.1 0.08 0.07 0.00–0.38

Reputation of peer victimization 2662 0.6 0.04 0.06 0.00–0.80

Teacher–child relationships

Teacher–child closeness 2293 14.4 3.13 0.69 0.00–4.00

Teacher–child conflict 2293 14.4 0.63 0.80 0.00–4.00

Classroom social management

CLASS behavior management 179 2.2 5.42 0.78 3.00–7.00

CLASS teacher sensitivity 179 2.2 4.65 1.02 2.00–7.00

CLASS positive climate 179 2.2 5.52 0.84 2.50–7.00

CLASS negative climate 179 2.2 6.92 0.24 5.50–7.00

TABLE 3 | Pearson correlation coefficients among key study variables.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Child-perceived peer social experiences

1. Peer support fall −

2. Peer support spring 0.55∗
−

3. Peer victimization fall 0.18 0.06 −

4. Peer victimization spring −0.13 0.20∗ 0.41∗
−

Actual peer social interactions

5. Reciprocal friends 0.07 0.10 −0.11 −0.12 −

6. Reputation of peer victimization −0.07 0.03 −0.02 0.11 −0.13 −

Teacher–child relationship

7. Teacher–child closeness 0.16 0.13 0.04 −0.09 0.05 −0.13 −

8. Teacher–child conflict −0.18 −0.12 0.14 0.16 −0.01 0.15 −0.27∗
−

Classroom social management

9. CLASS behavior management −0.07 −0.14 −0.25∗
−0.20∗ 0.07 −0.12 −0.07 0.12 −

10. CLASS teacher sensitivity −0.07 0.01 −0.13 −0.06 −0.05 −0.04 −0.06 0.07 0.38∗
−

11. CLASS positive climate −0.07 −0.06 −0.12 −0.16∗ 0.08 −0.08 −0.10 −0.07 0.70∗ 0.51∗ –

12. CLASS negative climate 0.03 0.07 −0.15 −0.11 0.06 −0.08 −0.02 0.05 0.42∗ 0.17∗ 0.40∗ –

*p < 0.05.

was accountable by classroom-level differences, while 86% of the
variation (0.25) was between children.

Next, our focal teacher predictors of interest were included in
Model 1 (Table 4). Results showed that, after controlling for fall
responses on child-perceived peer social experiences and other
covariates, teacher–child closeness significantly predicted child-
perceived peer social support (b = 0.04, p < 0.01) and teacher–
child conflict predicted child-perceived peer victimization
(b = 0.10, p < 0.001). Specifically, with one additional unit
increase in teacher–child closeness (on a scale of 0 to 4), child-
perceived peer social support was expected to increase by 0.04
units (on a scale of 0 to 2). With one unit increase in teacher–
child conflict, child-perceived peer victimization was expected to
increase by 0.10 units. At the classroom level, teachers’ behavior
management was negatively associated with child-perceived peer
victimization (b = −0.07, p < 0.05). A unit increase in behavior

management (on a scale of 1 to 7) was associated with 0.07 unit
of decrease in child-perceived peer victimization. Collectively,
Model 1 accounted for approximately 20% of the variance for
both of the outcome variables at the child level, and over
70% of the variance at the classroom level for child-perceived
peer victimization. Almost no extra classroom-level variance for
child-perceived peer social support was accounted for by the
above variables, which might be because there was originally
little classroom-level variance (4%) in total as suggested by the
unconditional model.

Finally, to determine whether the associations reported above
were unique, we included children’s actual peer social interactions
in Model 2 (Table 5), which were operationalized as reciprocal
friendships and classroom reputation of peer victimization.
Results showed that even though reciprocal friendship was a
strong predictor of child-perceived peer social support (b = 0.74,
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TABLE 4 | Predicting child-perceived peer social support and peer victimization in spring: Model 1.

Peer social support Peer victimization

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Pretest

Child-perceived peer social support fall 0.34∗∗∗ 0.02

Child-perceived peer victimization fall 0.37∗∗∗ 0.02

Demographics

Preschool vs. K −0.00 0.03 −0.04 0.05

Grade 1/2/3 vs. K 0.03 0.03 −0.03 0.04

District 1 vs. 2 −0.01 0.02 0.07∗ 0.03

Child is a girl 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.02

Child has a disability (spring) −0.07∗ 0.03 0.02 0.03

Child is white 0.03 0.02 0.00 0.03

Teacher–child relationship and teacher practice

Teacher–child closeness (cmc) 0.04∗∗ 0.01 0.04 0.02

Teacher–child conflict (cmc) −0.02 0.01 0.10∗∗∗ 0.02

CLASS behavior management 0.00 0.02 −0.07∗ 0.03

CLASS teacher sensitivity −0.00 0.01 0.01 0.02

CLASS positive climate 0.02 0.02 −0.00 0.03

CLASS negative climate 0.02 0.05 −0.07 0.07

Model information

AIC 1493.19 2564.03

BIC 1582.41 2653.41

Log likelihood −730.60 −1266.02

Number of children 1951 1971

Number of classrooms 163 163

Level-2 variance (intercept) 0.00 0.01

Level-1 variance (residual) 0.12 0.20

cmc, class-mean centered. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

p < 0.001) and classroom reputation of peer victimization
was predictive of self-perceived peer victimization (b = 0.94,
p < 0.001), the above-reported association associations were
stable and remained significant.

DISCUSSION

The current study examined the interplay among teachers,
children, and peers as actors in the classroom social ecology
during early school years. Specifically, we focused on the
influences of teacher–child closeness and conflict and teacher’s
classroom social management on child-perceived peer social
support and peer victimization. The current study expands on
the existing literature by, first, simultaneously taking into account
teachers’ roles as classroom members who form closeness and
conflict with individual children and as leaders who shape
classroom social dynamics, and, second, by further highlighting
the critical roles of teachers in shaping children’s perceptions of
their peer social experiences, after controlling for children’s actual
peer social interactions. The major findings are discussed below.

First, it is evidenced that teacher influence at the individual-
level and that at the classroom-level are unique, and that
each contributes to child-perceived peer social experiences.
In terms of the relationships between teacher and individual

children, our findings showed that teacher-reported closeness
and conflict with children in the fall contributed to peer
social support and peer victimization perceived by children
in the spring respectively, controlling for the fall scores. This
finding indicates that children with close relationships with
teachers tend to feel more socially supported by peers and that
children who have conflicts with teachers tend to experience
increased perceived peer victimization over the academic year.
These findings are in line with the literature that teacher–
child interactions broadcast children’s attributes and likability
to classmates who observe the interactions (Hughes and Im,
2016), which foster a classroom consensus regarding children’s
reputations and therefore influence classmates’ interactions
with the children. It is also likely that positive teacher–child
relationships can promote children’s cooperative engagement in
classroom activities and improves their social competence, while
with negative teacher–child relationships, children may avoid
school and demonstrate more externalizing behavior problems
and less prosocial behaviors during interpersonal interactions
(Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Hughes and Im, 2016).

Second, regarding teachers’ classroom social management,
our findings showed that better behavior management in the
fall was associated with less peer victimization as perceived
by children in the spring controlling for the fall scores. This
finding suggests that in classrooms where misbehaviors are better
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TABLE 5 | Predicting child-perceived peer social support and peer victimization in spring: Model 2.

Peer social support Peer victimization

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Pretest

Child-perceived peer social support fall 0.33∗∗∗ 0.02

Child-perceived peer victimization fall 0.37∗∗∗ 0.02

Demographics

Preschool vs. K −0.01 0.03 −0.06 0.05

Grade 1/2/3 vs. K 0.01 0.02 −0.03 0.04

District 1 vs. 2 0.00 0.02 0.06∗ 0.03

Child is a girl 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.02

Child has a disability (spring) −0.06∗ 0.03 0.01 0.03

Child is white 0.02 0.02 0.00 0.03

Teacher–child relationship and teacher practice

Teacher–child closeness (cmc) 0.04∗∗ 0.01 0.04 0.02

Teacher–child conflict (cmc) −0.01 0.01 0.09∗∗∗ 0.02

CLASS behavior management −0.00 0.02 −0.07∗ 0.03

CLASS teacher sensitivity 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.02

CLASS positive climate 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.03

CLASS negative climate 0.01 0.05 −0.07 0.07

Peer social interactions

Reciprocal friends 0.74∗∗∗ 0.11 −0.09 0.15

Reputation of peer victimization −0.17 0.12 0.94∗∗∗ 0.16

Model information

AIC 1436.71 2508.44

BIC 1536.86 2608.76

Log likelihood −700.36 −1236.22

Number of children 1927 1946

Number of classrooms 163 163

Level-2 variance (intercept) 0.00 0.01

Level-1 variance (residual) 0.11 0.19

cmc, class-mean centered. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

managed and redirected, child-perceived peer victimization
decreases over time. This finding is aligned with literature
showing that well-managed classrooms are associated with
greater social and academic development and with reduction of
behavior problems (Emmer and Stough, 2001; Downer et al.,
2012). Kochenderfer-Ladd and Pelletier (2008) further discussed
that, when teachers do not consider bullying as a normative
behavior in the classroom, they would be more likely to intervene
toward negative peer social interactions rather than expecting
the victims to handle the incidences on their own, which has
been found associated with lower levels of peer victimization
in the classroom.

However, it is surprising that the other classroom social
management indicators (i.e., teacher sensitivity, positive climate,
and negative climate) were not found to be positively associated
with child-perceived peer social experiences in the current
study. It might be that the influence of teacher sensitivity and
classroom climate on children’s classroom social experiences
might be more indirect than behavioral management and could
take a longer time to alter children’s peer social experiences.
Another possibility from the measurement perspective is that,
as reported in the result section, there was minimal variance at

the classroom-level in the unconditional model when predicting
children-perceived peer social support, which left little room for
the classroom-level teacher influences to show predictive effect.
Future research may apply a more refined tool to assess these
aspects of the classroom ecology.

A third major finding is that teacher influences on children’s
perceptions of their social experiences operate in a manner that
is unique and beyond children’s actual peer social interactions.
Specifically, for children who are similar in the number of
reciprocal friendships and in the collective classroom reputation
of peer victimization, those who have close relationships with
their teachers perceived having greater peer social support,
whereas those who had conflicted relationships with their
teachers perceived greater peer victimization. Also, those in
classrooms with better behavior management perceived less
peer victimization.

Children’s perceptions of their peer social experiences emerge
based on their social interactions, which then may reflect
their self-evaluation of social competence as well as beliefs
about peers (Coolahan et al., 2000; Blandon et al., 2010).
Our results indicate that as a member and an authoritative
figure in the classroom, teachers play a critical role in shaping
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children’s beliefs about their own strengths and weakness in
social interactions and about the classroom social environment,
which operates uniquely beyond the influence of children’s
actual peer social interactions. It is possible that, independent
from actual interactions with peers, positive relationships with
teachers and well-managed classrooms can enhance children’s
sense of connectiveness with classmates, which improves their
social competence in engaging in peer social interactions (Hughes
and Im, 2016), and can promote the classroom inclusiveness;
in turn, this may reduce problematic social behaviors and
help children become less vulnerable to peer victimizations
(Cappella and Neal, 2012). However, the current study does
not draw causal inferences. Future study is needed to examine
the mechanism and dynamic relations among teachers, peer
social interactions, and children’s perceptions of their peer
social experiences.

Despite these contributions to the literature, there are
a few limitations in the current study. First, teacher–child
relationships were assessed at a single time point. However,
these relationships may vary across the academic year, as
suggested by Hughes and Im (2016) who showed that the
average 1-year stability of teacher–child closeness and conflict
were 0.38 and 0.57 in elementary classrooms. Similarly, although
children’s perceptions of peer social experiences were assessed
in the fall and spring and classroom social management
was observed multiple times in the winter, it is necessary
for future studies to account for the change throughout an
academic year in terms of children’s perceived classroom
social experiences and teachers’ classroom social management.
Second, at the classroom-level, teachers can shape classroom
interpersonal interactions through many other ways besides
classroom social management, such as seating arrangements,
grouping strategies, types of activities, and responsibilities
afforded to children (Farmer et al., 2019). While the current
study has taken into account multiple levels of teacher
influences, future research may take a more systematic and
comprehensive view when examining teacher influences on
classroom social dynamics. Third, when representing children’s
actual peer social interactions, although the current study tried
to select the most representative indicators (e.g., reciprocal
friendships and classroom reputation of peer victimization),
other aspects of peer social interactions can contribute to
perceived peer social support, such as peer acceptance, peer
rejection, and peer isolation. Future research may consider
applying a latent-variable approach to account for different
aspects of peer social interactions when representing children’s
actual social experiences. Fourth, children’s perceptions provide
a unique perspective of their peer social experiences. However,
their perceptions can be biased, and so can teacher reports
of their relationships with children. Future studies may
consider using more objective measures to capture peer social
experience and teacher–child relationships. Finally, caution
is warranted when generalizing findings from the current
study. Although the study sample represented a wide range
of families from diverse backgrounds, families were drawn
from two school districts in a single Midwestern state in
the United States. Additionally, teachers who were willing to

participate in this study and to be observed by researchers
might have demonstrated relatively higher classroom social
management skills considering the majority of them had
a bachelor’s degree or higher. Accordingly, replication with
different samples, measures, and methods is an important
future direction.

In all, the current study demonstrated that teachers
can influence children’s perceptions of their peer social
experiences simultaneously through their closeness and
conflict with individual children and through their classroom
social management. Additionally, such teacher influences
on children’s perceptions are unique from children’s actual
peer social interactions. Findings underscore the need for
teachers to develop close relationships with individual
children and to eliminate conflict with them. As Hughes
and Im (2016) suggested, although it is understandable
that teachers might report conflict with children who have
problem behaviors, teachers are encouraged to provide
support to these children so as to optimize their classroom
experiences. Beyond interactions with individual children,
as the leaders in the classrooms, managing and redirecting
misbehaviors can improve the quality of interpersonal
interactions and reduce negative peer social experiences
perceived by children. In sum, the current study highlights the
multi-faceted roles of teachers in shaping children’s classroom
experiences and the classroom social ecology during the earliest
years of schooling.
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Students in the social margins of their classroom peer group, in the current study

operationalized as students who are often by themselves, do not belong to a group

of friends, and are unpopular, are hampered in their social development. In line with

social referencing, which states that teachers can affect peer perceptions through

their interactions with students, we hypothesized that teachers may contribute to the

social participation and integration of these students, by modeling frequent and positive

interaction with them. We therefore explored teacher behavior with socially marginalized

students, and how these interactions were related to changes in the severity of their social

marginality over time. Multilevel analyses were performed with a sample of Dutch 824

fifth-grade students (Mage = 10.63) and their 32 teachers. Teachers had less frequent

interactions with students in the social margins of the group, particularly when these

students were unpopular. Nonetheless, we found some evidence for a social referencing

mechanism: latent growth modeling showed that when teachers acted less negatively

toward socially marginalized as well as rejected students, they became more socially

integrated in their peer-group over time.

Keywords: peer relations, teacher behavior, teacher-student relationships, social referencing, teacher practices

INTRODUCTION

Students in the margins of their classroom’s peer group are loosely connected to their classmates
and rarely engage in peer interactions (Rubin et al., 2009; Spangler and Gazelle, 2009). However,
being socially engaged with peers is important for students to develop social skills (Rubin et al.,
2009), and provides opportunities for collaborative learning activities, boosting academic skills
(Wentzel, 2005). Socially marginal students are at risk of developing internalizing and externalizing
behavioral problems (Gazelle and Ladd, 2003; Laursen et al., 2007) and are often the target of teasing
and bullying, which in turn is related to a limited sense of belonging (Wormington et al., 2016) and
to academic difficulties (Lee and Cornell, 2009).

Research has shown how student characteristics (e.g., temperament, biology; Henderson et al.,
2001; Hariri et al., 2002), peer group characteristics (e.g., group size, status hierarchy; Bukowski and
Véronneau, 2014), and family characteristics (e.g., overprotective parenting; Coplan et al., 2008)
contribute to social marginalization in classroom peer groups. In addition, teachers, as the single
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professionals close to the classroom peer society yet just not
part of it, have the unique opportunity to manage classroom
peer interactions and relationships (Farmer et al., 2011). Through
their interactions with students, teachers affect students’ peer
relatedness, as shown by several studies focusing on acceptance,
rejection, or popularity (Hughes et al., 2001; McAuliffe et al.,
2009; De Laet et al., 2014; Hendrickx et al., 2017b). Teachers
thus seem to have the potential to positively affect the
social integration of socially marginal students. Because of the
potentially detrimental effects on developmental outcomes, it
is essential for teachers to understand how they can increase
the social participation of marginal students, as part of their
professional role. To increase the current knowledge regarding
teacher effects, the current study explored how teachers interact
with students in the social margins of their classroom peer group
and examined how these interactions are related to changes in
this disadvantageous position over time.

The Social Margins of the Classroom Peer

Group
The concept of social marginalization has received substantial
attention in developmental psychology (e.g., Rubin et al.,
2009), social psychology (e.g., Ellemers and Jetten, 2013), and
social network studies (e.g., Borgatti et al., 2013) and has
multiple definitions and conceptualizations. In developmental
psychology, being marginal in the peer group is often seen
from an individual perspective, with a focus on social isolation
and its antecedents and consequences (Rubin et al., 2009).
Students who are isolated are those who are often by themselves
and rarely engage in interactions with peers (Spangler and
Gazelle, 2009). In social psychology, marginalization tends to be
approached fromwhat it conceptually means to belong to a group
and how individuals become group members. By definition,
marginal group members behave less similar to others, are more
disengaged, and have limited social impact in the group (Ellemers
and Jetten, 2013). Social network theorists have a more technical
approach and use the term “periphery” to indicate those regions
of the social network were members are only loosely connected
to others. Individuals who are peripheral have none or few ties to
the more densely connected core of their social network (Borgatti
et al., 2013).

In sum, occupying a socially marginal position in the
classroom peer group is not a unidimensional phenomenon with
a single manifestation, but a multifaceted construct (Coplan
and Rubin, 2010; Ellemers and Jetten, 2013; Bukowski and
Véronneau, 2014). Therefore, we focused on three facets of
social marginalization: often being by oneself (solitude), not
belonging to friendship groups, and being unpopular. Popularity
as a construct can be distinguished from likeability to indicate a
student’s social status in their peer group (Van den Berg et al.,
2020). Unpopular students can be considered to have limited
social impact [see Ellemers and Jetten (2013)].

In peer nomination research, social marginality is often
operationalized as not being selected on a certain item, for
instance for friendship or popularity. However, not being
selected for a characteristic does not carry information

about the relationship between the classmate and the target
student (Cillessen and Marks, 2017). Operationalizing social
marginalization as not being selectedmakes it difficult to examine
the degree to which a student does not belong to the peer group.
Therefore, in this study we used active nominations for students
as being alone often, not belonging to a group of friends, and
being unpopular.

Mechanisms Underlying Social Marginalization
Both in social and developmental psychology, multiple pathways
of social marginalization have been identified. Rubin (1982)
was one of the first to distinguish being excluded (i.e., being
ignored or neglected by peers) from social withdrawal (i.e.,
choosing not to engage with peers). Similarly, Ellemers and Jetten
(2013) described how social marginalization can result from low
inclusion goals by the group (the group does not wish to include
the individual) or the individual (the individual does not wish to
be part of the group). Students who want to be included but are
faced with a group that moves away from them are considered
excluded (Coplan and Rubin, 2010) or rejected marginal students
(Ellemers and Jetten, 2013). When peers exclude a student, this is
considered a behavioral manifestation of peers’ negative affective
reaction to the student (Rubin et al., 2015). In the current
study this mechanism is tapped by including peer rejection. Peer
rejection refers to the degree to which students are disliked by
their peers, and is associated with aggressive behavior (Asher and
McDonald, 2009). Peer rejection and social marginalization are
two different constructs, as some students who are rejected by
many peers may have a tightly connected group of close friends.
Students who have low personal inclusion goals and choose not
to participate in peer interaction can be considered withdrawn
(Spangler and Gazelle, 2009) or independent marginal (Ellemers
and Jetten, 2013). Although these students are comfortable
in their social position, they too are at risk of sub-optimal
adjustment and development, because their limited engagement
with peers prevents them from expanding their skills (Coplan and
Armer, 2007; Nelson, 2013).

The Role of the Teacher
A growing research base is focusing on teachers’ invisible hand
(Farmer et al., 2011), that is, teachers’ potentially large impact
on classroom peer relationships. Teacher practices are related to
many peer experiences, including, at the individual level, peer
acceptance (Kiuru et al., 2015; Hughes and Im, 2016; Hendrickx
et al., 2017b) and popularity (Moore et al., 2012; De Laet et al.,
2014), and at the classroom level relationship hierarchy and
behavioral norms (Gest and Rodkin, 2011; Hendrickx et al.,
2016). In this section we address how research findings on
the teacher as a social referent may help us understand their
possible impact on students in the social margins of the classroom
peer group.

The Teacher as a Social Referent
Hughes et al. (2001) argued that teachers’ interactions with their
students provide classmates with cues that can be used as a
model for their own interactions with each other [see also Hughes
et al. (2014)]. Thus, teachers are a social referent, modeling
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perceptions of and interactions with students (Hughes et al.,
2001, 2014). Indeed, teacher behavior with a student is associated
with students’ peer acceptance or rejection in the classroom
(White and Kistner, 1992; McAuliffe et al., 2009; Hendrickx
et al., 2017b). In this line of reasoning, teacher behavior
impacts students’ peer status through classmates’ perceptions of
teacher behavior [see Hughes et al. (2014)]. Accordingly, peers’
perceptions of positive versus negative teacher behavior have
been associated with peer acceptance as well (Hughes et al., 2001,
2014; Hendrickx et al., 2017b).

Social Referencing and Social Marginality
Translating this social referencing mechanism to social
marginalization, teachers may improve social participation by
interacting frequently with a student (modeling interaction in
itself) and by having positive instead of negative interactions
(modeling positive interaction). Modeling positive behavior with
a student may be especially effective for students in the social
margins of the group who are viewed negatively by their peers
(i.e., rejected). However, existing research, albeit limited and
mostly undertaken in preschool or first-grade settings, suggests
that this is not typical teacher behavior with marginal students.
Teachers have reported (Evans, 2001) and have been observed
(Rudasill and Rimm-Kaufman, 2009) to have less rather than
more frequent interactions with socially marginalized students.
These studies have argued that because these students have
limited social participation, they also infrequently trigger their
teacher’s attention. In contrast, other studies suggested that
teachers do actively engage with socially marginalized students
(Coplan and Prakash, 2003; Thijs et al., 2006). Regarding valence
of interaction, teachers reported to have more negative and
conflicted relationships with first-grade students whom they
perceived to be relative outsiders (Rudasill and Rimm-Kaufman,
2009; Arbeau et al., 2010). Thus, there is some evidence that with
young students, teachers generally behave in accordance with the
relatively marginal social status of students.

Present Study
Students in the social margins of their classroom peer group are
at risk of adjustment problems. It is important to understand how
teacher behavior is associated with their social position in the
classroom to ultimately be able to help teachers to support these
students.We examined the socially marginal position of a child in
two ways, first by creating a compound score combining solitude,
not belonging to a group, and being unpopular, indicating
a general socially marginal position, and second by assessing
effects per facet of social marginality separately. The first strategy
allows a more holistic view on the processes investigated in the
current study. Moreover, combining multiple items has statistical
advantages. Looking at the three facets of social marginality
separately allows to investigate how teacher behavior might have
differential effects on each of these facets.

The first goal of this study was to explore the frequency
and valence of teacher behavior with socially marginalized
students as compared to other students: How frequently and
with what valence do teachers behave in everyday interaction
with socially marginalized students? To answer this question,

we first compared teacher behavior with socially marginalized
students to teacher behavior with other students, based on
classroom observations. To triangulate these observations and in
line with social referencing theory (Hughes et al., 2001, 2014),
we measured peers’ perceptions of the frequency and valence of
teacher behavior toward a student. Next, to do justice to the
mechanisms of becoming socially marginalized [see Bukowski
and Véronneau (2014), Ellemers and Jetten (2013)], we examined
whether teacher behavior was different when students were more
or less strongly rejected by peers, or when students themselves
had a lower or higher social inclusion goal. Based on earlier
studies with younger students (Evans, 2001; Rudasill and Rimm-
Kaufman, 2009), we expected that, on average, teachers would
interact less frequently with socially marginalized students than
with other students. Moreover, we expected teachers to show
less positive behavior with these students [see Arbeau et al.
(2010)], especially if they were also rejected by their peers
(De Laet et al., 2014).

The second goal was to examine social marginalization
developmentally and see whether teacher behavior might help
students in the social margins of their classroom peer group
to become more socially engaged over time: How does teacher
behavior with socially marginalized students relate to change
in these student’ social position over time? Based on studies
that indicated the effectiveness of teacher social referencing
for peer acceptance (Hughes et al., 2001, 2014; Hendrickx
et al., 2017b), we expected that students with whom the
teacher interacted more frequently would become more socially
engaged (i.e., less alone, belonging to a peer group, and
more popular) over time, because the teacher would model
interacting with them to classroom peers. We expected similar
effects for students with whom the teacher had relatively more
positive interactions. Positive interaction was expected to be
particularly effective for those socially marginal students who
were also rejected by their peers, because of its contrasting
nature compared to classmates’ negative affective evaluations
(Rubin et al., 2015).

METHOD

Participants
Students and their teachers from 32 fifth-grade classrooms1 from
22 elementary schools in the Netherlands participated in three
waves of data collection (T1–T3). All students who participated
had parental consent to complete questionnaires and to be
recorded on camera (824 out of 849; 97.1%). Due to absence
on the day of data collection or not being part of the class
yet/anymore, 797 students participated at T1, 787 at T2, and 789
at T3. Students’ mean age at T1 was 10.63 years (SD = 0.49,
range = 8.60–12.79); 48.5% were girls. Of the students, 85.7%
were Dutch (both parents born in the Netherlands), 6.5% had

1In total, 59 classes participated in the research project, which involved a quasi-

experimental study in which teachers were asked to adapt their behavior with

certain students. The current results are based on the 33 control classes, because the

aim was to examine naturally occurring teacher behavior. One classroom dropped

out of the project after T1 and was therefore excluded from the current study.
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other Western backgrounds (at least one parent born in another
Western country), and 7.8% had a non-Western background
(at least one parent born in a non-Western country). This
distribution was representative for the areas in which the schools
were located (Statistics Netherlands, 2012). Average class size was
26.34 students (SD = 3.55, range 18–32). As is common in the
Netherlands, in 27 (84.4%) of the classrooms in our sample the
composition of the group was largely the same as the year before,
with only a few students who had moved in or out.

Dutch primary schools cover eight years, from kindergarten
(age 4) to sixth grade (age 12). When moving on to the next
grade, students generally stay together as a classroom group,
but do have a new teacher Teachers’ mean age was 43.23 years
(SD = 12.95, range 25.75–62.47); their average experience was
17.03 years (SD = 12.26, range 3–39). All teachers were Dutch
and 20 were female (62.5%). Due to a personal leave of the
participating classroom teacher because of travel or maternity
leave, one substitute teacher was present at T2 and one at T3. The
teacher data of these classrooms at those measurement moments
were discarded.

Measures
The majority of our measures were peer nomination items. For
each item, primary participants (those present and consented)
were asked to nominate which classmates best fitted the
description (e.g., who are your friends?) from a list of
classmates’ first names. Both same- and cross-sex nominations
were allowed, and nominations were unlimited. Nominations
of non-consented students were excluded from the dataset,
but students could nominate their absent classmates. To avoid
sequence effects [see Poulin and Dishion (2008)], classmates’
names were presented in a random order that was different for
each participant.

Social Marginality in the Peer Group
The degree to which students were considered to be socially
marginalized was measured using three peer nomination
indicators: solitude (“which of your classmates are often by
themselves during breaks?”), not belonging to a group (“which
of your classmates do not belong to a group of friends?”) and
unpopularity (“which of your classmates are least popular?”). For
each item, proportion scores were computed as the total number
of nominations received divided by the maximum number
of possible nominations. Proportion scores were group mean
centered to account for class-level tendencies to nominate more
or fewer students.

These indicators were analyzed as such, but also combined
into a general social marginality score. Cronbach’s alpha over
the three proportion scores was 0.83, 0.81, and 0.80 at the three
measurement waves. Proportion scores for unpopularity were
larger than those for solitude and not belonging to a group. To
achieve an equal scaling of the three indicator variables in the
compound social marginality score, each of these group mean
centered scores was within each occasion standardized over the
sample and finally averaged to form the compound score for
each occasion.

Socially marginal subsamples
As might be expected, the social marginality measure as well as
the three indicators were strongly skewed. That is, 80% of the
students were nominated by hardly any peer on each of the three
indicators. Therefore, we created subsamples: socially marginal
and non-marginal subsamples for the compound score as well as
subsamples for each indicator.

The students with the 20% highest scores at T1 were
considered (relatively) socially marginal, and the remaining
80% were considered non-marginal. The cut-off of 20% was
chosen in accordance with the three-tier model based on Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS; Reinke et al., 2009).
According to this model, 80% of students respond successfully
to proactive universal (classroom) strategies, but the top 20%
will experience social problems and will not respond to such
universal school-wide interventions and will need more intensive
interventions to help them succeed in school.

The subsample of socially marginal students in our sample at
T1, based on the compound score, consisted of on average 5.11
students per class (SD = 1.74). We compared the demographics
of non-marginal students with those who were considered to be
in the social margins of their classroom peer group on at least
one measurement occasion (n = 212). This group did not differ
statistically from the other students in age, t (817) = −0.17, p
=.862, gender distribution, χ

2 (1) = 0.21, p =.650, or parents’
country of birth, χ2 (2)= 2.17, p=.337.

Peer Rejection and Inclusion Goals
To do justice to the multiple ways in which students can become
socially marginalized, we measured: (a) the extent to which
students were rejected by peers, and (b) students’ desire for
(more) social interaction (i.e., high vs. low inclusion goals).

Peer rejection
Using the same peer nomination procedure as described above,
students were asked to indicate which of their classmates
they liked least. Peer rejection scores were calculated for each
student as the proportion of the available classmates that had
nominated them.

Inclusion goals
To measure students’ inclusion goals, we included the negative
aspect of the social self-concept scale as adapted from the Dutch
version of the Harter scales (Veerman et al., 2004). Three self-
report items were included (e.g., “I would like to have more
friends”), which were answered on a scale ranging from 1 (not
true at all) to 5 (completely true). Cronbach’s alpha at T1–3 was
0.71, 0.72, and 0.74.

Teacher behavior
Teacher behavior with a student was measured from an outside
observer’s perspective and from the peer perspective.

Observed teacher behavior
Teacher behavior was coded from 2 h of video observation in
each classroom at each wave. Event sampling was used to select
teacher comments that were (a) expressed in connection with
a single student (dyadic) or a small group, and (b) expressed
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in public, that is, when at least half the students were present
in a whole-class teaching setting [see McAuliffe et al. (2009)].
Teacher behavior was coded as positive, negative, or neutral
in the cognitive and affective domain. Teacher behavior in
the cognitive domain referred to how the teacher evaluated a
student’s academic contributions (e.g., stating that an answer was
correct vs. incorrect). The affective domain referred to how the
teacher evaluated a student as a person or a student’s behavior
(e.g., praising a student for being quiet vs. asking a student not
to speak during instruction). Teacher behavior was coded as
neutral when it did not contain a specific affective or cognitive
valence. Each teacher comment was independently coded in both
domains. Frequency of teacher behavior with each student was
computed as the total number of teacher behaviors directed to
the student. The valence of teacher behavior in each domain was
computed as the difference between the proportions of positive
and negative comments in that domain, scaled from −1 to +1.
For more information on the coding system of teacher behavior,
including further examples, see Author et al. (2016).

After developing the coding system for teacher behavior,
the first author and two research assistants tested it for inter-
observer reliability. First, agreement for event occurrence ranged
from 81 to 87% for the pairs of observers. Second, a set of
1,624 occurrences (5.8% of the total body) of teacher behavior
was coded with respect to content. For the pairs of observers,
weighted Cohen’s kappa ranged from 0.72 to 0.77 for the affective
domain (substantial agreement; Landis and Koch, 1977) and
from 0.83 to 0.86 for the cognitive domain (almost perfect
agreement). After establishing the coding scheme as a reliable
measure, three additional research assistants were trained to code
the video data until they reached agreement with the first author
of at least 80% for event occurrence and a weighted Cohen’s
kappa of at least 0.80 for both the affective and cognitive domains.

Peer-perceived teacher behavior
Three peer nomination items were used to measure peer-
perceived teacher behavior. For the frequency of teacher-student
interactions, students were asked to nominate classmates “who
hardly receive any attention from Mrs./Mr. _____ (teacher
name).” The proportion score of this item was subtracted from
1, so that a higher score indicated more frequent interaction
with the teacher. For the valence of teacher-student interactions,
students were asked to nominate classmates who “receive a lot
of praise and compliments” (positive) and “at which the teacher
gets angry often” (negative). Items again contained the name of
the teacher. The valence score was created by computing the
difference between the positive and negative proportion scores
(range−1–+1).

Procedure
Randomly selected elementary schools in the middle, south, and
east of the Netherlands were recruited by phone and letter.
After the school’s principal and fifth-grade teacher agreed to
participate, parents were informed and asked for their consent for
their child’s participation. Data were collected from September
to December (T1), January to March (T2), and April to June
(T3) of the 2012–2013 school year. T1 started at least 1 month

after the beginning of the school year. Measurement moments
were 13–15 weeks (T1–T2) and 9–11 weeks (T2–T3) apart. At
the 3 time points, students completed the questionnaires on
netbook computers in the classroom. Standard instructions were
given concerning voluntary participation and confidential data
handling. In addition, 2 h of video were recorded on the same
day the questionnaires were completed. During the observation,
teachers followed their normal lesson plans, except for tests
(because little interaction takes place during tests) and for
individual student presentations (because classroom interactions
then typically revolve around the presenting student which would
result in unrepresentative high frequency of teacher behavior
with the presenter). Teachers knew that the overall focus of
the study was on the classroom climate, but were not informed
regarding the specific behavior that was coded. Moreover, they
were unaware of who, according to our approach, the socially
marginal students were. A camera was located in the back of the
classroom. To minimize intrusiveness, researchers were not in
the classroom during the recordings. After T3, teachers received
a summary of the findings for their classroom.

Analyses
Before performing the analyses to answer the research question,
we examined the descriptive statistics, including correlations
among the study variables. Spearman correlations were used,
because the social marginality facets, peer disliking, and peer-
perceived frequency of teacher-student interaction deviated
from normality.

RQ1: Teacher Behavior With Students in the Social

Margins of Their Classroom Group
First, to explore if teachers treated students in the social margins
of their classroom group differently from non-marginal students,
we conducted a set of multilevel analyses, first for the composite
score and second per facet of social marginality separately. We
predicted observed and peer-perceived teacher behavior from
social marginality status (non-marginal or marginal) on the
entire sample. These analyses were performed for the three
measurement moments together, using the SPSS (version 24)
mixed procedure. Data were hierarchically nested, with teacher
behavior (frequency and valence) at a single occasion and toward
a single student as the lowest level (L1). Occasions were nested
within students at level 2 (L2), and students were nested within
classes at level 3 (L3). However, next to the class, student, and
occasion level variance, for the observed teacher behavior toward
a single student at a certain occasion, we needed to take into
account the level of the observed teacher behavior in the class
at each occasion (class∗occasion; here referred to as the observed
lesson—although in practice multiple consecutive lessons by the
same teacher were videotaped). That is, part of the variation
in frequency of teacher behavior toward a single student at a
single occasion (L1) was due to characteristics of the observed
lessons during the period in which the camera was recording at
a certain occasion (e.g., whether we mainly recorded a teacher-
led classroom interaction vs. seat work). We accounted for this
cross-classified nesting by modeling measurement occasions of
teacher behavior with a student (L1) as being nested within
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students (L2a) as well as within lessons (L2b), which were
both nested within classes (L3). This cross-classified structure is
illustrated in Figure 1.

The second step was to further understand variation in teacher
behavior within the group of students in the social margins
of their classroom group. For the composite score and per
facet separately, we regressed frequency and valence in teacher
behavior, as observed and as perceived by students, on students’
severity of marginalization, their peer rejection, and inclusion
goals. We used multilevel process analysis (with the same levels
as indicated above, again using SPSS Mixed) to predict teacher
behavior at the student level (L2a; averaged over time) and at the
level of the time point [L1; students’ momentary deviation from
their average; see Papp (2004)].

RQ2: Change in Social Marginality Over Time
To answer the second research question, a latent growth
curve model was estimated in which students’ slope in social
marginality was regressed on teacher behavior. This model was
tested only for students who were in the socially marginal
subsamples at T1. The growth models were estimated for the
compound score and per facet of social marginality.

For the composite score of social marginality, we started by
testing for measurement invariance before we conducted the
growth curve models, to ensure that the same latent variable was
assessed at each time point (Ferrer et al., 2008). We compared
a freely estimated configural model to a constrained model in
which first factor loadings and next also intercepts were fixed
to be equal over time. Models were compared using the Satorra-
Bentler scaled chi-square test for nested models (Satorra, 2000).
The configural model showed good fit, χ

2(15) = 13.35, p =

0.576; RMSEA = 0.00; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.00; SRMR = 0.02.
Imposing constraints on the factor loadings and intercepts did
not decrease model fit: factor loadings 1SBSχ2(4) = 5.70, p =

0.223; intercept1SBSχ2(6)= 7.48, p= 0.279; factor loadings and
intercept 1SBSχ2(10)= 13.28, p= 0.208.

In the first model, we tested initial growth models that only
included an intercept and slope (M0). Time scores for the growth
slope factor were corrected for unequal distances between T1
and T2 and between T2 and T3. Next, we regressed the slope of
social marginality on the teacher behavior variables at T1 (M1).
Then, we tested the interactions of the teacher behavior variables
with rejection and inclusion goals at T1, to examine whether
teacher behavior differentially affected changes in marginality
depending on these variables (M2). The Complex function in
Mplus was used to account for the nesting of the data (students
within classes). Student-level predictor variables were group-
mean centered before selecting the socially marginal sub-samples
[see Hox (2010)].

The analyses for the compound score were set up as second-
order models [see Ferrer et al. (2008)] in Mplus version 7.4
(Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2015). Figure 2 shows the model
that was fitted for M1. In second-order models, the observed
variables (here: the peer nomination items of each facet) are used
as indicators of a latent variable (first-order factor, here: social
marginality) at each measurement occasion. Then, intercept and
slope are introduced as second-order factors in M0. Finally,

predictors can be added to explain variance in slope across
students (M1 and M2).

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, range, and
correlations for the variables, for the total sample (below the
diagonal) and for the students in the social margins of their
classroom group (based on the compound score; above the
diagonal). Values represent the data prior to centering, and
the nesting was not taken into account here. As expected,
general social marginality correlated positively but moderately
with rejection (rs = 0.29, p < 0.001; for the three facets
range in rs from 0.27 to 0.32), confirming that the two reflect
different aspects of low peer status. Within the group of students
in the social margins of their classrooms, these correlation
was stronger (compound rs = 0.43, p < 0.001; for the three
indicators range in rs from 0.27 to 0.38), showing that students
who were more strongly socially marginalized were also more
likely to be rejected. The correlations of peer perceptions
of frequency with observed frequency (rs = 0.04/0.15) and
peer perceptions of valence with observed teacher behavior (rs
0.25/0.22 and −0.02/−0.01) for affective and cognitive valence)
were at best weak.

RQ1: Teacher Behavior With Students in

the Social Margins of Their Classroom

Group
First, we compared the frequency and valence of observed
and peer-perceived teacher behavior between socially marginal
and non-marginal students (see Table 2). Teachers interacted
less frequently with socially marginal students than with other
students, F (1, 815.69) = 5.58, p = 0.018, particularly in the case
of unpopular students, F (1, 812.80) = 9.56, p = 0.002. Peers
thought that students in the social margins received less teacher
attention than their other classmates, F (1, 814.54)= 176.11, p <

0.001, which was the case for all facets of social marginalization.
There was no difference for the valence of observed teacher
behavior in the affective domain, F (1, 767.54)= 0.36, p= 0.552,
or the cognitive domain, F (1, 758.71) = 0.30, p = 0.586. Also
peers generally did not see a difference in the valence of teacher
behavior, F (1, 809.68) = 1.00, p = 0.318. However, for students
whom they thought did not belong to a group they saw less
positive teacher interaction than for their other classmates, F (1,
813.49)= 10.17, p= 0.001.

Variability in Teacher Behavior Within Socially

Marginal Students
Next, we delved deeper into teacher behavior with socially
marginalized students. To this end we examined, within the
several subsamples of students in the social margins of their
classroom group and across the three time points, whether
observed teacher behavior was associated with students’ severity
of social marginality, their peer rejection and their reported
inclusion goals.
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FIGURE 1 | Illustration of the cross-classified data structure. Numbers represent frequency of teacher behavior with each student at each time point. Anne’s score of

25 at T1 has four sources of variation: class-level variation (this is a class with a relatively high frequency; L3), student-level variation (within her class, Anne receives

relatively limited teacher attention; L2a), lesson-level variation (at T1 we videotaped a lesson with a particularly high frequency of teacher behavior; L2b), and finally

residual variance at L1, which is Anne’s own deviation from the class’ mean score, her own mean score over time, and the lesson’s mean score.

A null model for teacher behavior was run first that contained
only random intercepts at the within-student (L1), between-
student (L2a), between-lesson (L2b), and between-class (L3)
levels, to see how variance in teacher behavior with socially
marginal students was partitioned across these levels (see
Table 3). Generally, most of the variance was located at the
residual level of the measurement occasion. Frequency was
most clearly different across students (29.8% of the variance
located at the student-level). For affective and cognitive valence,
hardly any variance was located at the student level (3.3 and
2.6%, respectively).

Next, to understand how teacher behavior could be explained
by student characteristics, we regressed teacher behavior on
students’ severity of social marginality, peer rejection, and
inclusion goals (see Table 4 for analyses with the composite score
and Appendix A for results for each facet separately). The more
severely students were marginalized across the three time points
together, the less frequent interaction teachers had with them.
This was particularly the case for unpopular students. For socially
marginalized students who did not belong to a group of friends,
being even more severely marginalized at a certain moment in
time was associated with higher frequency of teacher interaction.
When students were more severely marginalized at a specific
occasion compared to their overall average, concurrent teacher
behavior with them was more positive in cognitive valence,
although this result was not shown in the analyses per facet and
the predictors explained little variance in momentary deviations
in teacher behavior.

The more students were rejected by their peers, the more
frequently the teacher interacted with them, but this behavior
was more negative in affective valence (between-student part of
the model; all facets of social marginalization). For unpopular
students, being rejected by peers was also associated with
lower cognitive valence at both the between-student and the

within-student level; for students who were often alone this was
the case at the within-student level.

Students’ inclusion goals were not associated with any
of the teacher behavior variables. As was indicated above,
relatively little within-student variation in teacher behavior
was explained by the predictors. Student characteristics, and
most importantly peer rejection, did explain 13 and 16%
of the between-student variability in frequency and cognitive
valence between students, and even 88% of the between-student
variability in affective valence.

RQ2: Change in Social Marginality Over

Time
To answer the second research question, we tested whether,
within the socially marginal subsamples, observed and peer-
perceived teacher behavior predicted changes in the severity of
students’ social marginalization over time.

After the factor structure was established for the compound
score, we proceeded to build the intercept and slope on this factor
structure (M0, see Figure 2). This model showed a small negative
slope in the overall severity of students’ social marginalization,
b = −0.05, SE = 0.02, p = 0.006, so on average these students
became slightly less socially marginal over time. Significant
slope variance, s = 0.08, SE = 0.02, p = 0.001, indicated that
students differed in their change in social marginality over time.
This change was not associated with their initial level of social
marginalization, r = −0.01, SE = 0.03, p = 0.852. Results per
indicator of social marginalization showed similar patterns across
all facets, with the only exception that unpopularity stayed stable
instead of having a negative slope, b= 0.01, SE= 0.01, p= 0.339.

In the next model (M1) we predicted the slope in severity of
social marginalization from observed and peer-perceived teacher
behavior in general and per facet of social marginalization
(see Table 5 for the composite score and Appendix B for the
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FIGURE 2 | The second-order latent growth model Ml (with M0 containing only the growth model indicated in dashed lines). R1 to R9 are residuals. SOL_ T1 to SOL_

T3, solitude measured at T1 to T3. NG T1 to NG T3, not belonging to a group of friends at T1 to T3. LP T1 to LP T3, least popular at T1 to T3. MAR T1 to MAR T3,

the first-order latent variable marginality at T1 to T3. I, Intercept; S, Slope (second order latent variables). The slope was regressed on observed teacher behavior as

well as peer-perceived teacher behavior.

TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, range, and spearman correlations of study variables for the entire sample and the marginal sub-sample.

M SD Min Max 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1 Solitude 0.06 0.12 0.00 1.00 – 0.46** 0.51** 0.83** 0.27** 0.22** −0.04 −0.07 −0.04 −0.20** −0.01

2 Not belonging to group 0.08 0.10 0.00 0.70 0.44** – 0.38** 0.72** 0.38** 0.27** 0.13** −0.10* −0.01 −0.15** −0.20**

3 Unpopularity 0.17 0.20 0.00 0.93 0.52** 0.52** – 0.74** 0.38** 0.16** −0.07 −0.07 −0.02 −0.32** 0.03

4 Social marginality 0.00 0.90 −1.24 5.39 0.63** 0.64** 0.81** – 0.43** 0.25** −0.01 −0.10* −0.04 −0.24** −0.11**

5 Rejection 0.11 0.14 0.00 0.86 0.27** 0.30** 0.32** −0.29** – 0.26** 0.08 −0.17** −0.05 −0.06 −0.50**

6 Inclusion goals 2.50 0.97 1.00 5.00 0.25** 0.31** 0.31** −0.29** −0.22** – 0.05 −0.04 0.01 0.02 −0.12**

7 T frequency 12.11 11.55 0.00 103.00 −0.02 0.03 −0.08** −0.10** −0.13** 0.00** – 0.07 0.25** 0.15** −0.19**

8 T valence aff. −0.03 0.28 −1.00 1.00 −0.03 −0.02 0.00 −0.01** −0.14** −0.05* −0.05** – 0.12** 0.02 0.22**

9 T valence cogn. 0.12 0.19 −1.00 1.00 0.02 −0.00 −0.03 −0.03** −0.01** −0.04** −0.25** −0.08** – 0.03 −0.01

10 P frequency 0.90 0.09 0.38 1.00 −0.26** −0.28** −0.32** −0.30** −0.18** −0.11** −0.04* −0.07** 0.01** – −0.02

11 P valence 0.23 0.31 −0.90 0.94 −0.02 −0.07** 0.11** −0.02** −0.42** −0.07** −0.24** −0.25** −0.02* 0.10** –

T, teacher; Aff, affective; Cogn, cognitive; P, peer. Correlations below the diagonal represent correlations for the entire sample; correlations above the diagonal represent those for the

socially marginal sub-sample (based on the compound score). *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

separate facets). Unexpectedly, none of the teacher behavior
variables was associated with students’ slope of the severity of
social marginalization.

Finally, we examined whether change in social position of
students occupying a socially marginal position in the classroom
peer group was differently associated with teacher behavior, when
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TABLE 2 | Observed and peer-perceived teacher behavior with socially marginal students and others.

Compound score Facets of social marginality

Social marginality Solitude Not belonging to a group Unpopularity

Not socially

marginal

Socially

marginal

Not alone Often alone Does belong Does not belong Not unpopular Unpopular

M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE) M (SE)

Observed teacher behavior

Frequency 12.75 (0.82) 11.26 (0.93)* 12.68 (0.82) 11.67 (0.90) 12.62 (0.82) 11.79 (0.90) 12.89 (0.82) 10.99 (0.92)**

Affective valence −0.03 (0.02) −0.04 (0.02) −0.03 (0.02) −0.03 (0.02) −0.03 (0.02) −0.05 (0.02) −0.03 (0.02) −0.04 (0.02)

Cognitive valence 0.12 (0.01) 0.12 (0.01) 0.12 (0.01) 0.12 (0.01) 0.12 (0.01) 0.11 (0.01) 0.12 (0.01) 0.11 (0.01)

Peer perceived teacher behavior

Frequency 0.92 (0.00) 0.85 (0.01)** 0.92 (0.01) 0.86 (0.01)** 0.92 (0.01) 0.87 (0.01)** 0.92 (0.00) 0.85 (0.01)**

Valence 0.23 (0.02) 0.21 (0.03) 0.23 (0.02) 0.22 (0.02) 0.25 (0.02) 0.18 (0.02)** 0.22 (0.02) 0.24 (0.03)

Values are estimated means with standard errors over the 3 time points.

*Value significantly different from non-marginal students with p <0.05.

**Value significantly different from non-marginal students with p <0.01.

TABLE 3 | Variance decomposition of observed teacher behavior for socially marginal students.

Frequency Affective valence Cognitive valence

Level Variance % Variance % Variance %

1 Occasion 55.07 55.3 0.071 78.9 0.034 87.2

2a Student 29.67 29.8 0.003 3.3 0.001 2.6

2b Lesson 7.52 7.5 0.004 4.4 0.000 0.0

3 Class 7.36 7.4 0.012 13.3 0.003 7.7

This table is based on the socially marginal subsample only, using the compound score of social marginality.

TABLE 4 | Results of the multilevel analyses predicting frequency and valence in observed teacher behavior with socially marginal students.

Frequency Affective valence Cognitive valence

B SE B SE B SE

Between-student variation

Social marginality −1.03* 0.52 −0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01*

Peer rejection 11.25** 3.42 −0.24** 0.08 −0.11 0.06*

Inclusion goals 0.47 0.61 −0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01*

R2 0.13 0.88 0.16

Within-student momentary variation

Social marginality 0.81 0.87 0.01 0.03 0.04 0.02*

Peer rejection −1.70 5.39 −0.25 0.18 −0.26 0.13*

Inclusion goals 0.12 0.71 −0.00 0.02 0.01 0.02*

R2 0.02 0.00 0.02

This table is based on the social marginality composite score. Results for each facet separately can be found in Appendix A.

*p <.05, **p <.01.

they were (a) more rejected or (b) had stronger inclusion goals
(M2). Only the interaction of observed valence in the cognitive
domain with peer rejection was significant. Figure 3 shows how
teacher cognitive valence was related to the slope in marginality
for students high and low (+/−1 SD) in peer rejection. It

appeared that for more strongly rejected students, more positive
teacher behavior affected social integration, as it predicted a more
negative slope in the severity of social marginalization. This was
the case for both solitude (particularly cognitive valence) and not
belonging to a group (affective valence), but not for unpopularity.
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TABLE 5 | Results of the growth curve model predicting the slope of social

marginality.

M1 M2

B (SE) β B (SE) β

Main effects

Observed frequency −0.00 (0.00) −0.08 −0.00 (0.01) −0.08

Observed affective valence −0.05 (0.09) −0.06 0.05 (0.31) 0.07

Observed cognitive valence 0.01 (0.00) 0.01 −0.15 (0.37) −0.11

Peer-perceived frequency 0.13 (0.29) 0.05 −0.17 (1.01) −0.07

Peer-perceived valence −0.11 (0.10) −0.12 −0.06 (0.43) −0.07

Peer rejection 0.35 (0.27) 0.22

Inclusion goals 0.03 (0.02) 0.12

Interaction with rejection

Observed frequency −0.00 (0.02) −0.00

Observed affective valence −0.88 (0.55) −0.15

Observed cognitive valence −2.55 (1.04)* −0.29

Peer-perceived frequency 0.77 (2.34) 0.06

Peer-perceived valence 0.00 (0.02) 0.09

Interaction with inclusion goals

Observed frequency 0.00 (0.00) 0.04

Observed affective valence −0.01 (0.09) −0.03

Observed cognitive valence 0.11 (0.14) 0.27

Peer-perceived frequency 0.08 (0.34) 0.11

Peer-perceived valence 0.03 (0.12) 0.11

R2 slope 0.02 0.14

This table is based on the social marginality composite score. Results for each facet

separately can be found in Appendix B.

*p <0.05.

DISCUSSION

As socially marginalized students are at risk for adjustment
problems, it is important for teachers to find ways to foster
their social participation. In the present study, we examined if
a teacher social referencing mechanism applies to students’ social
marginality. Based on research testing social referencing theory
(Hughes et al., 2001, 2014; McAuliffe et al., 2009; Hendrickx et al.,
2017b), we expected a modeling effect of frequency and valence
in teacher behavior, so that students would become less severely
socially marginalized over time. On average, teachers however
interacted less frequently with these students, thereby potentially
perpetuating students’ socially marginal position rather than
alleviating it. This was particularly true for students who were
considered unpopular by their peers. Further, frequency of
teacher interaction as such was not associated with a change
in the severity of social marginalization over time. Overall the
link between the nature of teacher behavior and the severity of
students’ social marginalization was weak. However, differential
effects were found for students who were also rejected by
their peers. Positive valence in observed teacher behavior was
associated with becoming less severely socially marginalized
over time, only when students were also peer rejected. Thus,
specifically socially marginal students that were also rejected
seemed to benefit from positive teacher behavior. Overall, there

FIGURE 3 | Interaction effect of peer rejection with cognitive valence on

marginal students’ slope in social marginality. For highly rejected students,

more positive cognitive valence was related to a more negative slope,

indicating a decrease in marginality over time. For students who were not

rejected by their peers, positive valence in teacher behavior was not

associated with the slope in marginality.

was no clear pattern in the effects of interactions within the
cognitive and the affective domains. Socially marginal students
that were also rejected had more negative interactions in the
affective domain, but more positive interactions in the cognitive
domain predicted less severe social marginalization over time.

Teacher Behavior With Socially

Marginalized Students
In line with findings in preschool groups (Evans, 2001; Rudasill
and Rimm-Kaufman, 2009), teachers interacted less frequently
with students in the social margins of their classroom group
than with their classmates, particularly if these students were
considered unpopular. Thus, in terms of frequency, teachers
acted in accordance with students’ limited social participation.
These students’ social marginality and limited social impact may
have resulted in them not standing out much in the group and
therefore not attracting much teacher attention and this effect
was even stronger as students were considered less popular.
Classmates also more often indicated the socially marginalized
students as those who received less teacher attention, which was
the case for all three facets of social marginalization. Overall,
although interaction frequency was lower, there was no marked
difference in the valence of interactions in the cognitive and
affective domains with socially marginalized students.

These findings indicate that although we assumed teacher
behavior to affect social marginality, the direction of this
association might also be the other way around: students’ social
position affects teacher behavior. This conclusion is worrisome,
as by structurally having less frequent interaction with students
in the margins of the classroom peer group, teachers might send
the message to the rest of the classroom that it is normal to
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ignore them and leave them out of social interaction. Thereby,
teachers may unintentionally maintain the socially marginal
position of these students. Only for sociallymarginalized students
who did not belong to a group of friends, being even more
severely marginalized at a certain moment in time was associated
with higher frequency of teacher interaction. This finding might
indicate the teachers’ effort to include these students in the
classroom peer group.

Rejection was an important factor in the dynamic of
social marginalization and teacher behavior. When socially
marginalized students were more rejected by their peers, the
frequency of teacher interaction was higher but also more
negative, specifically in the affective domain. The tendency
to have more conflicted interactions with more rejected
students is again in line with the socially marginal position
of students, rather than counteracting this tendency. Students
who are rejected by their peers often show behaviors that
can be considered undesirable, such as aggression (Asher and
McDonald, 2009). Although some negativity may be necessary to
tackle students’ undesirable behavior for classroom management
purposes, investing in positive interaction with a rejected student,
and according to our results specifically in the cognitive domain,
may in the long run positively affect classmates’ social inclusion
of this student. This, in turn, could decrease this student’s
undesirable behavior (Ladd, 2006). In this way, the teacher might
be able to break the negative cycle of rejection negative responses.

The Teacher as a Social Referent for Social

Marginalization
There were no overall effects of teacher behavior on changes in
the severity of students’ social marginality or any of its facets
over the course of a school year. This may partly be explained
by the non-adaptive behavior teachers generally displayed toward
marginal students. Few examples of with regard to social
marginalization non-congruous teacher behavior (i.e., frequent
and positive interaction) were present in the data, confining the
possibilities to find evidence for social referencing processes that
support social integration.

The small role of the teacher in changes in social
marginalization is possibly also rooted in the relational
history most classes had as a group. In Dutch primary schools,
students generally have a new teacher every year, whereas
the peer group stays mostly the same. Thus, in order for the
teacher to affect the social integration of socially marginalized
students, counterbalancing typical peer interactions might not be
enough to eliminate years of peer experiences and reputations.
Accordingly, teacher behavior may need to be much more
pronounced than the naturally occurring behavior observed in
the current sample.

Social Referencing and Social Marginality of

Rejected Students
For socially marginalized students who were more strongly
rejected by their peers, positive teacher behavior was related to
more social integration over time. Rejected students in particular
seemed to benefit from being treated more positively, reflecting
the earlier findings from the perspective of social referencing

theory (Hughes et al., 2001, 2014; Hendrickx et al., 2017b), that
more positive valence in teacher behavior is associated with lower
levels of peer rejection. These effects were found for students
who were often alone and students who did not belong to a
group of friends, and both for cognitive valence (compound score
and solitude) and affective valence (not belonging to a group of
friends). Why should in particular peer rejection be related to
teacher behavior? This may be because feelings of (active) dislike
peers have for a student may be relatively salient, and any positive
teacher behavior with a disliked student may therefore be more
salient or contrasting than positive behavior with a classmate
they do not engage with much. That is, students may generally
have less strong feelings about a classmate who does not belong
to the group but is not rejected. Because of the limited visibility
of students in the social margins of their classroom group, there
may be no sharp contrasts between feelings toward such a student
and teachers’ behavior. This would reflect a “double catch” for
those students, as it implies that teachers’ behavior with marginal
students has limited power to grasp peers’ attention and to
subsequently function as a model.

Different Facets of Social Marginalization
The present study has focused on three facets of social
marginalization, thereby providing both a general view on
the concept and distinguishing facets of social marginalization
specifically. In our results, unpopularity seemed to relate slightly
differently to teacher behavior as compared to solitude and not
belonging to a group of friends. Conceptually, (un-)popularity
differs from the other two facets. That is, whereas both solitude
and not belonging to a group refer to not being surrounded
by many others, unpopularity is associated with not having
a very high status or social impact in a group. One can be
unpopular in the peer group, but still have one or two close
friends (e.g., two or three neglected students who connect well
to each other). This underlines the notion that social marginality
is a multidimensional construct and that to understand it well,
different facets need to be taken into consideration. However,
not so much the different facets of social marginalization
but being rejected was important regarding the dynamics
of marginalization and teacher behavior. Only in connection
with rejection, differential effects of the cognitive and affective
domains of teacher interaction became visible.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future

Research
The results of this study must be interpreted in the light of some
limitations. First, our classroom observations were limited in
multiple ways. That is, we only recorded 2 h per wave, which may
have limited predictive power. As is shown in the relatively high
occasion-level variance, teacher behavior was rather dependent
on the observed moment. An extended observation that covered
a longer period of timemight be essential to find effects of teacher
behavior. Moreover, we limited our measure of observed teacher
behavior to verbal expressions. Non-verbal teacher behaviors,
such as giving a student a thumbs-up or high five may also be
important for classmates’ perceptions of how the teacher interacts
with and evaluates a student. Also, it may be relevant to examine
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teacher behavior outside the classroom, for instance during
breaks, in the hallway or on field trips. Finally, observations were
limited in the sense of only one teacher being recorded. It is likely
that in those cases where there were two teachers in the classroom
it was not just the teacher who participated who could have an
impact on the classroom social system in general and the social
position of marginal students in particular, so observations could
be extended to the second teacher as well. In sum, for future
research observations could be extended to a longer time period,
a wider range of teacher behavior, a wider range of settings, and
to both teachers when available. However, our approach already
included 6 h of observation per class and many more hours of
coding, so extending observations might be a big challenge.

A second limitation was that in the current study, we did not
include student behavior, which is a potentially important factor
in both students’ social marginalization and teacher behavior. For
instance, acting aggressively is known to hinder both positive
relations with peers and positive interactions with teachers. For
future research it would be interesting to incorporate student
behavior as a predictor of students’ marginality as well as teacher
behavior. Possibly, teacher behavior has differential effects for
students’ social position in the classroom peer group (Hendrickx
et al., 2017a).

A possible explanation for our findings might be that naturally
occurring teacher behavior was not salient or frequent enough
to improve marginal students’ social integration. Future research
might benefit from systematically manipulating teacher behavior,
in order to increase this variability and thereby expand the
range of observed teacher behaviors. Also, in the Dutch context
students stay in the same group for several years. This stability
may make it hard for teachers to induce changes, particularly
because the difficulty of changing a reputation once it is built.
Moreover, it would be interesting to see if teacher behavior
changes in correspondence with more social integration. Based
on the idea that teacher behavior follows students’ status, we
would expect to find an effect from student marginalization on
teacher behavior at a later time point. Finally, future researchmay
benefit from examining teachers’ accuracy in their judgment of
students’ peer relations (Hamm and Hoffman, 2016), which may
facilitate teachers’ adaptive behavior (Hoffman et al., 2015). If
teachers are unaware of who the students in the social margins of
the group are, they cannot be expected to purposefully intervene
or change their practices accordingly. In general, however,
teacher judgments of peer relationships seem to have limited
overlap with peer reports [see Gest (2006), Hoffman et al. (2015),
Neal et al. (2011)].

Practical Implications
The study findings provide some practical implications for
teachers. Teachers seemed largely to behave in accordance with

students’ socially marginal position in the classroom group:
they had infrequent interactions with them. As was stated in
section 4.4, it is important for teachers to be attuned to their
students’ social status in general, and social marginalization in
particular, so they can act upon this information to increase
students’ social integration. Students in the social margins of the
group who also were rejected seemed to benefit from receiving

positive teacher comments, particularly in the cognitive domain.
Therefore, the clearest indication of this study for teachers is
to avoid negativity and increase positivity in public interactions
with students that are socially marginalized, particularly with
students who are also peer rejected. Intervention studies aimed
at increasing the valence of teacher behavior with students in
general (Mikami et al., 2011) and with students with externalizing
behaviors in particular (Spilt et al., 2012) have shown positive
effects on teacher behavior and peer relations. Such findings
are promising for the possible success of intervention programs
aimed at social marginalization.
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Including students with intellectual disabilities (ID) in primary school-based physical
education (PE) is common practice. However, little is known about students’ social
participation in this environment and how it is related to PE teaching strategies.
This multilevel study explored the relations between the teaching strategies teaching
cooperative skills and using individual reference norm orientation (IRNO), taking into
consideration students’ social acceptance and interactions in inclusive PE. The results
showed that IRNO is positively related to social acceptance and positive interactions
in inclusive PE, and the special educational need (SEN) status of children with ID
moderated both relationships. Hence, IRNO helps to decrease the gap in social
participation between students with and without ID. Teaching cooperative skills were
also positively related to social acceptance of all children in PE, but there was no
cross-level interaction for SEN status, and no relationship with positive interactions in
PE. Thus, teaching cooperative skills can be seen as an inclusive PE teaching strategy
that fosters social participation and the well-being of all students. This study addresses
an issue relevant in many countries where inclusive school settings are prioritized. In
future research on social participation, teacher, student, and class characteristics should
be acknowledged.

Keywords: inclusive education, social acceptance, social interactions, physical education, intellectual disabilities,
teaching strategies, individual reference norm orientation, cooperative skills

INTRODUCTION

The main goal of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
is “to promote, protect and ensure the full and equal enjoyment of all human rights [. . .] by
all persons with disabilities” (United Nations, 2006, p. 4). As a result of this convention, most
specifically referring to article 24, policies of many countries, including Switzerland, tend toward
a more inclusive education (Koster et al., 2009; Achermann et al., 2017). In Switzerland, 2.5% of
all the students in mainstream schools are provided with intensified special educational measures1

1I.e., they have SEN status.
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(Bula et al., 2019). In the 2017/18 school year, this amounted
to 22,266 pupils (Bula et al., 2019). In inclusive education,
children with special educational needs (SEN) are educated
alongside their typically developing (TD) peers. According to
Farrell (2000), inclusion is described as “taking a full and
active part in school-life, be[ing] a valued member of the
school community and be[ing] seen as an integral member”
(p. 154). Fundamentally, all students should get the best
education according to their individual, academic, and social
development. Therefore, promoting the social inclusion2 of
students with and without SEN is considered one of the
central goals of inclusive education (Booth and Ainscow, 2002).
However, studies show that SEN children in inclusive classrooms
are at high risk of being socially excluded (Garrote et al.,
2017). Compared to their peers, they have fewer interactions
and friendships; children with intellectual disabilities (ID)3 are
particularly at risk of social exclusion (Ruijs and Peetsma,
2009; Garrote and Sermier Dessemontet, 2015). Bredahl (2013)
reported that children with the least visible disabilities—
including children with ID—were those most at risk of
experiencing negative situations in inclusive education. Although
it is widely assumed that social skill deficits and low conceptual
skills can hinder students with ID from developing positive
peer relationships (see review on special needs classrooms:
Schoop-Kasteler and Müller, 2020), very little research has
been conducted on children with ID in general education
(Garrote, 2016). It becomes apparent that joint teaching alone
does not guarantee that children with and without SEN are
equally involved in social exchanges in their classes (King,
2013). Also, TD students do not like working with their low-
achieving peers, including peers with SEN (Monchy et al., 2004).
Consequently, teachers tend to avoid mixing TD and SEN
students in group work, resulting in a lack of shared learning
experiences (Garrote, 2017). There is a need to identify and
investigate the factors involved in social inclusion and how it
can be promoted.

Current research in the context of inclusive education shows
that individual student variables are significant for the social
inclusion of students. Findings presented in a study by Huber
(2009) illustrate that the school performance of pupils has a
considerable impact on the social inclusion of students with SEN.
Other studies show that behavioral characteristics (Avramidis,
2010; Jones and Frederickson, 2010; Schwab et al., 2014; Garrote,
2017) and cognitive ability (Frederickson and Furnham, 1998)
are necessary for social inclusion of students in inclusive classes.
Gender (DeBoer et al., 2012) and psychomotor clumsiness (Ruiz-
Pérez et al., 2018) also play an important role in social acceptance
and interactions. Furthermore, research also suggests that class
variables matter in social inclusion (e.g., class climate: Gasser

2There is an international discourse about the concept of the social dimension
of inclusive education and many different definitions have been used. Following
Koster et al. (2009), the term social inclusion is used in this study as a synonym for
social integration or social participation.
3Current approaches view ID from a developmental perspective and rely on
both intellectual abilities and adaptive functioning (World Health Organization
[WHO], 2016). According to ICD 10, the diagnosis of an intellectual disability
requires a state of delayed, or incomplete, development of mental abilities.

et al., 2017; heterogeneity: Grütter et al., 2014; and class size:
Park et al., 2014).

In addition to individual student and class variables, there is
emerging evidence that teachers and their teaching strategies play
a decisive role as facilitators of the integration of SEN students
(Lindsay, 2007; Cooper, 2011; David and Kuyini, 2012; Klavina
et al., 2014; Mitchell, 2014; Bertills et al., 2019). A review of
the literature indicates that the teacher’s positive attitude toward
individuals with disabilities and inclusive schooling is decisive
in the successful implementation of inclusion (Schwab, 2018).
However, inclusive teaching strategies still pose a major challenge
to teachers and their classroom practice (Bossaert et al., 2012).
Especially when it comes to facilitating the social inclusion of
students, few studies have addressed teacher strategies (DeLeeuw
et al., 2019). Because of the broad range of disabilities, the
complexity of successful implementation and the variety of
different subjects’ teaching strategies often remain overlooked in
European policy and curriculum guidelines. Teaching strategies
include suggestions on how to design inclusive teaching. In
Switzerland, there are no mandatory guidelines on how teachers
should act in inclusive classes. Also, in German-speaking
countries, there is a little in the way of a subject-specific
perspective on teaching strategies, and a general didactic focus
has been applied in different school settings such as physical
education (PE; Klein et al., 2016).

Inclusive education equally affects PE. PE is defined as the
planned and progressive learning that takes place in the school
curriculum. It involves both learning to move and moving to
learn. In inclusive PE, all people (e.g., students with and without
disability) are playing sport together and the diversity amongst
learnings is welcomed. PE is inherently different from other
subjects. Unlike other subjects, the body and sportiness are the
focus of PE as a subject. Psychomotor skills and sportiness of
students are very important aspects to experience successful PE.
Furthermore, it takes place in a different environment, which is
often not as structured as the one in the classroom. Above all,
these specific characteristics of PE—compared to other subjects—
make for frequent social interactions for all participants (Ruin
et al., 2016a,b). “The appeal of PE often [lays] in being different
and a break from ‘normal’ school lessons and, at the same time,
an opportunity for informal social interaction and strengthening
social bonds” (Røset et al., 2020, p. 1). Therefore, PE, along
with all other curriculum areas, faces new kinds of challenges
and opportunities with inclusive education. Generally, PE is
considered to have a high potential for fostering social inclusion
(Block et al., 2016). Talbot (2001) claims that PE helps children to
develop respect for others and enhances social development.

In the last two decades, an increasing number of international
studies examined the inclusion of students with SEN in inclusive
PE (for reviews, see Qi and Ha, 2012; Wilhelmsen and Sørensen,
2017). O’Brien et al. (2009) and Reuker et al. (2016) focus on
European perspectives, respectively, German-speaking literature.
The main findings indicate that PE teaching staff were skeptical
of the practical implementation. They also reported insufficient
preparation for this during training (Rybová and Kudláček, 2013;
Tant and Watelain, 2016), lacking appropriate resources to make
inclusive PE work in practice (Jerlinder et al., 2010). Results
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of the investigations into social inclusion in PE are strikingly
ambivalent (Wilhelmsen and Sørensen, 2017). On the one hand,
Seymour et al. (2009) indicated that most SEN students enjoy
inclusive PE, and how PE is seen as a possible field for social
interaction. In another study, a boy with social, emotional, and
behavioral difficulties highlighted the special role of PE in the
curriculum and the possibility to interact and socialize with
peers (Medcalf et al., 2011). On the other hand, students with
SEN reported negative peer interactions (e.g., bullying), exclusion
from activities, and problems with physical ability in inclusive
PE (Healy et al., 2013). Similarly, Fitzgerald and Stride (2012)
report on three students with disabilities experiencing feelings
of exclusion in PE and being marginally involved in the lessons.
Healy et al. (2013) draw attention to the fact that exclusion
experiences often arise because of PE teachers. In this context,
Lieberman et al. (2006) also underline the importance of how
teachers deal with students in inclusive PE. Discrimination in
PE—as a factor inhibiting inclusion—is often based on physical
differences (Meier and Ruin, 2015). It becomes clear that PE can
both support and foster but also restrict or even impede the social
inclusion of students with SEN. Detailed knowledge of relevant
factors for fostering social inclusion is necessary. Notably, the
question arises as to what teaching strategies can promote social
inclusion in the context of inclusive PE.

Looking at national curriculum standards for PE in English-
and German-speaking countries, it becomes evident that PE
should enable students in a multi-perspective way (Elliott et al.,
2016; Vickerman and Maher, 2019). In this context, multi-
perspective means that there is not only one sense of doing
sport, but that sport can be experienced as meaningful, giving
meaning in many ways. Thereby, value orientation and the
ability to act, among other elements, are at the center of PE
goals. In this context, the “Doppelauftrag des Schulsports” is a
common concept in German-speaking countries (Stibbe, 2013).
On the one hand, individuals should be able to demonstrate
competencies in a variety of motor skills, inspiring them to
succeed in competitive sport and activities. On the other hand,
students should also exhibit responsible personal and social
behavior that helps to embed values such as fairness and respect.
Therefore, social skills seem to be just as important as motor
skills in today’s PE. It is important to look at teaching strategies
and their effect on social integration in order to achieve these
two goals in inclusive PE. Therefore, theoretical considerations
and empirical research on inclusive general education are
reviewed as follows.

On the one hand, according to Hattie (2008), teacher feedback
is one of the most effective approaches to successful learning
development in classrooms. In order to evaluate a specific result
of a student’s performance, teachers need reference norms as
feedback standards. In the literature, three reference norms have
been discussed (Rheinberg, 1983): criterial (comparisons with
an absolute standard), social (comparisons with the results of
other students), and individual reference norms (comparisons
with a student’s past results). If a teacher is using the latter form,
it is known as using an individual reference norm orientation
(IRNO). Particularly in inclusive education, all learners with
their different requirements are valued and an effective, precisely

fitting, and individual promotion of every single child should
be achieved. Therefore, teacher feedback should be individually
given, using an IRNO. Furthermore, the teacher’s feedback to
an individual could play a decisive role in the formation of
social hierarchies within the classroom (Garrote and Sermier
Dessemontet, 2015). It can be assumed that teachers who use
more individual feedback give more positive feedback to children
with lower performance than teachers who base their feedback on
comparisons between individuals. And when a student decides
to initiate social interaction with another student, the teacher’s
behavior toward the other student is always considered as a social
reference (Webster and Foschi, 1992).

On the other hand, ample empirical evidence from
mainstream classrooms has shown that classroom norms
set by teachers affect their students’ social school experiences
(Heyder et al., 2020). The general assumption that teaching
cooperative skills is a suitable strategy to develop social
behavior is well recognized (Putnam, 1993). Studies on social
interdependence theory have validated that co-operation, as
opposed to competitive and individualistic efforts, tends to
result in more positive relationships (Johnson and Johnson,
2008). When a teacher teaches cooperative skills, it can be
assumed that students develop social interaction skills, which
in turn place students with SEN at a lower risk of being socially
isolated (Jacques et al., 1998; Garrote, 2017). In this context,
the research literature often uses the term cooperative learning
(CL)4. “Cooperative Learning is a feasible pedagogical model,
particularly for students with disabilities who may be excluded
from whole-class activities that typically involve a command-
style approach to teaching. It is equally effective for students
lacking social skill competencies who do not always pick up on
environmental or physical cues that direct learning” (Grenier
and Yeaton, 2014, p. 122). Through positive interdependence
and shared responsibility, CL is effective in promoting equitable
peer relationships (Dyson et al., 2010). CL seems to reinforce
the contact theory by Allport (1954). The socio-psychological
contact theory of Allport (1954) is based on the assumption
that increased and high-quality contact between members of
different groups can reduce mutual prejudices. Empathy is
strengthened during this contact, therefore qualitative social
interactions between students are supported as an important
goal of inclusive education.

The question arises of whether these considerations from
general inclusive education are applicable in inclusive PE.
Whilst inclusive PE with existing concepts is long established
in some countries (e.g., the United States), the discourse about
inclusive PE in German-speaking countries only recently gained
momentum (Block et al., 2017). The school system in Switzerland
is still lacking international inclusive trends, having had a long
tradition of segregation. Giese et al. (2016) make a case for
keeping up with international discourse around adapted physical
activity and adapted PE. However, research on the relationship
between social inclusion and PE teaching strategies is rare. There

4In CL, students work together to accomplish shared goals. In sociological studies,
CL is associated with group structures, such as social acceptance or interactions
among peers (Baines et al., 2008).

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 3 October 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 58696049

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


feduc-05-586960 October 21, 2020 Time: 12:47 # 4

Furrer et al. Teaching Strategies in Inclusive PE

is still a lack of clear evidence to support the rhetoric about how
PE can positively contribute to social inclusion.

To our knowledge, no prior study has investigated the
relevance of using IRNO and teaching cooperative skills for
the social inclusion of students with ID in inclusive PE in
Switzerland. Our study tries to address this research gap by
providing detailed knowledge about the role of teaching strategies
in inclusive PE. The study clearly focuses on a specific target
group, namely students with ID. The following section presents
the conceptual framework of this study and the review of
literature on the relationship between the teaching strategies
(using IRNO and teaching cooperative skills) and the social
inclusion of students.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND
RESEARCH OVERVIEW

Student’s Social Acceptance and
Interactions in Inclusive Primary
School PE
This study focuses on two of the four key aspects of social
participation proposed by the heuristic of Koster et al. (2009):
peer acceptance and social interactions. It is more true of PE
than any other subject that the physicality of the learner is the
center of attention, and the lessons take place in special learning
environments (Meier and Ruin, 2015). Therefore, a subject-
specific differentiation of social participation is believed to apply
in PE, compared to the social participation in other school
subjects. PE makes the diversity of students particularly visible
and tangible. For this reason, it seems logical to look specifically
at peer acceptance and positive interactions in PE lessons.
Furthermore, peer-related assessment of social participation is
of special interest in this study. Self-perception is acknowledged
as another, and very important, key aspect by Koster et al.
(2009), but this aspect is not of interest in this study5. Finally,
friendships—the fourth key aspect identified by Koster et al.
(2009)—is considered a relatively stable construct over time
and is not primarily influenced by a single subject such as PE
(Poulin and Chan, 2010).

The Role of Teaching Strategies
Garrote et al. (2017) conducted a review of general school-based
interventions facilitating the social participation of students
with SEN. However, limited research is available regarding
effective PE teaching strategies in inclusive classes (O’Brien et al.,
2009). Although Block (2016) and Vickerman and Maher (2019)
published overviews of inclusive PE teaching strategies, they did
not focus on the effects on student’s social participation. However,
for IRNO and cooperative skills, some important conditions for
success can be identified from general inclusive education, which
can also have important implications for PE. Since literature on
ID is scarce, it is important to note that these are study results

5The aim of this study is to provide an objectified perspective on the social
participation to be adopted at the level of the PE class.

results that do not only focus on children with ID, but rather
address different types of disabilities.

Effects of Using IRNO on Student’s Social
Acceptance and Interactions
Empirical evidence from research on IRNO and the social
participation of students is very scarce. Krawinkel et al. (2017)
showed that students with SEN benefit from individual feedback.
In an inclusive classroom setting, they were less rejected and
felt better integrated than other students with SEN in classes
with a lower level of individual feedback. The authors discuss
the buffering effect of IRNO, but admit, however, that the
relationships are correlative and do not indicate any direction
of action. This relationship could not be found in studies of
children without SEN.

It can be assumed that, especially for children with ID whose
motor and physical fitness measures are below their TD peers
(Stanton-Nichols and Block, 2016), individual feedback is more
positive than feedback based on social comparison. In inclusive
classroom education, it has been shown that positive teacher
feedback may enhance the social participation of students with
SEN. In an intervention study, Schwab et al. (2016) investigated
the influence of teacher feedback on the social acceptance
of peers with ID and peers without disabilities. The findings
confirm the critical influence of teacher feedback on the social
acceptance of students. They seem to indicate that positive
feedback could lead to more acceptance of students by their
peers. In a similar study, Huber et al. (2018) produced some
important guidelines for the promotion of social acceptance
of students. Their main findings indicate that teachers can
provide support for the social acceptance of students and prevent
students from being rejected in their classes by using positive
feedback. In another study by White and Jones (2000), of 128
first and second graders, the authors showed that, in particular,
negative teacher feedback on student behavior has a significant
and marked effect on the social attractiveness of these students.
Likewise, the results of a study by McAuliffe et al. (2009) suggest
that corrective and negative teacher feedback toward students
mediated the relations between aggressive and prosocial child
behavior and peer disliking. The results support the critical role
of teachers in the link between student’s behavior and being
disliked by their peers.

A search of the research literature on the effect of teacher
feedback, or IRNO, on the social acceptance or positive
interactions of students in inclusive PE did not find any studies.

Effects of Teaching Cooperative Skills on Students’
Social Acceptance and Interactions
The research literature on teaching cooperative skills is scarce.
The role of teachers in creating classroom norms aimed at
increasing positive peer interactions has been discussed in the
study on mainstream classrooms by Audley-Piotrowski et al.
(2015). The authors conclude that promoting positive classroom
environments will improve peer relationships (for review, see
Farmer et al., 2011).

However, there is ample evidence in the field of inclusive
education in classrooms on the effect of CL on social acceptance
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and positive interactions. A recent review article by Garrote
et al. (2017) identified intervention studies resulting in positive
social acceptance. They also found studies on the interaction
effects of CL in inclusive classroom settings. In a mainstream
education study in New Zealand, Jacques et al. (1998) examined
the effects of a CL program on the social acceptance by their
TD peers of classmates with mild ID. The TD students in
the experimental classes showed significant increases in their
social acceptance (as measured by sociometric ratings) of the
students with mild ID, both immediately following the program
and 5 weeks later. However, no such increases were evident in
the students in the control classrooms. The results speak for
the effectiveness of CL in enhancing the social acceptance of
students with mild ID in general inclusive education. In another
study, Piercy et al. (2002) also implemented a CL program to
improve the social acceptance by TD students of students with
moderate to severe ID. Significant effects over 10 weeks in the CL
group indicated that TD children gave the special class children
at the same school higher peer acceptance ratings, and that
there were also more frequent interactions with the children
without disabilities.

The literature review showed some results specifically for PE.
Grenier and Yeaton (2014) proposed CL as a suitable inclusive
practice in PE. The authors present CL as a viable strategy
that can “provide an opportunity for students to engage in
reciprocal relationships when instruction is provided in a manner
that fosters positive social interactions” (p. 133). Results from
a 5-week intervention period study show that CL positively
influenced the acceptance by their TD peers of the students with
SEN (André et al., 2011). Also, Casey and Quennerstedt (2020)
argue that CL is a suitable way to learn “soft” factors such as
prosocial behaviors rather than the “hard” particular sporting
skills. Dowler (2014, 2017) found that the CL intervention in
a single-subject-multiple-baseline study was responsible for the
increase in the frequency of interaction and the improvement in
some of the quality measures of interactions between students
with mild ID and their TD peers. Similarly, in a case study
on inclusive PE, Keh and Hsieh (2007) found that CL had the
potential to increase the social status and peer relationships of a
student with mild ID in the 5th grade.

Research Questions
Despite the knowledge available on general inclusive education
and, specifically, on inclusive PE, there is still a lack of
knowledge about effective PE teaching strategies relating to
aspects of social participation of students with ID. The review
of the literature on teaching strategies in mainstream classrooms
revealed that using IRNO and teaching cooperative skills
are promising ways of fostering the social participation of
students, but that further knowledge is needed. The question
remains if this is also the case in inclusive PE in primary
school classes, particularly concerning IRNO. Our study aims
to obtain comprehensive knowledge by analyzing the role of
PE teaching strategies in the social participation of students
in inclusive PE. Specifically, it is assumed that IRNO and
teaching cooperative skills are positively related to the beneficial
social participation in PE of children with ID. Our study

contributes to this research gap and is one of the first studies
to investigate the relationship between IRNO and teaching
cooperative skills with elaborated and differentiated measures of
the social participation of students in inclusive primary school
PE. The assumptions are analyzed in a cross-sectional study in
the Swiss context.

By addressing this research gap, we contribute to the current
knowledge on how to support successful inclusive education in
PE. The results may also be transferable to the classroom setting.
The existing situation resulted in the following research questions
for the current study:

(1) Generally, to what extent is IRNO by the teacher positively
related to the social acceptance and positive interactions of
students in inclusive PE? Specifically, to what extent does
SEN status due to ID moderate the relationship between
the social acceptance and positive interactions of students
when teachers use IRNO?

(2) Generally, to what extent is teaching cooperative skills
positively related to the social acceptance and positive
interactions of students in inclusive PE? Specifically, to
what extent does SEN status due to ID moderate the
relationship between the social acceptance and positive
interactions of students when cooperative skills are taught?

It is assumed that SEN status due to ID positively moderates
the relationship between the teaching strategies outlined above
(IRNO and teaching cooperative skills) and social acceptance and
positive interactions in PE. This means that the examined aspects
of social participation of students with ID are more positively
related to the teaching strategies than those of the TD students.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study is embedded in the Swiss National Science Foundation
project SoPariS (2018–2021), which focuses on the social
participation of students with ID in inclusive PE in Switzerland’s
primary school classes (3rd to 6th grades, age 6 to 14 years).
A cross-sectional study was conducted in 2019 using quantitative
student and PE teacher questionnaires, gathering more data than
was used for this study. It was reasonable to decrease the wide
heterogeneity of the group of students with SEN by limiting the
sample to students with ID. Firstly, this allows the derivation of
valid knowledge on inclusive PE with students with ID. However,
it is acknowledged that the range of abilities of students within
the group of children with ID is very wide. Some children with
ID will have no motor difficulties and can be very successful in an
inclusive PE setting. In contrast, others lack an understanding of
games, and PE class requires significant modifications to facilitate
success (Stanton-Nichols and Block, 2016). Secondly, physical
activity is especially important for children and adolescents with
ID as it promotes body awareness and acceptance of their own
body (Reuter, 2019). In this way, PE provides new action skills,
promoting social behavior and independence of individuals with
ID (Wegner, 2001).
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Participants
A total of 112 inclusive Swiss PE classes participated in this study.
Regarding the student sample, 1,961 individuals took part (51%
girls, Mage = 11.3 year, SDage = 1.1 year). The mean number of
students in the 112 classes was 17.5 (SD = 3.8), with a range of
9–25 students. Of the students, 64.4% had Swiss nationality, and
the other 35.6% had a migration background. Furthermore, 78
boys and 54 girls had a diagnosed SEN6 due to ID7 (see Table 1).
The range of students with ID in each class was from 1 to 4, with
a mean of 1.18 students with ID per class. In inclusive classes,
the special needs teacher is mainly responsible for supporting the
students with SEN.

The teacher sample consisted of 110 individuals
(Mage = 37.6 year, SDage = 11.7 year), with a higher proportion
of women (62%) than men. This approximately matches the
unequal gender distribution in primary school teachers in
Switzerland. The teachers’ professional experience ranged from
0 to 38 years, with a mean of M = 12.2 years (SD = 11.1 year).
Of these 110 teachers, 104 also taught the same class for other
subjects. Six teachers only taught PE to the participating class.
Two teachers did not fill out the questionnaire.

There was some loss of data because of incomplete
questionnaires from students or teachers. In the overall sample,
the questionnaires from 217 children (11.1%) had missing values
on at least one variable relevant for this study (partly due to
missing values in the teacher questionnaire about the children).
These were excluded from the calculations so that the sample was

6Assessment regulations and labeling practices of SEN in Switzerland vary from
canton to canton. The decision on SEN measures is made jointly by the parents,
teacher, SEN teacher, and principal. The cantons use clarification and allocation
procedures and corresponding guidelines as well as considering the existing range
of places of support (ranging from regular to separate schools) to make case-related
decisions on where students with SEN are being educated (Luder, 2018). This
results in regions where no special schools exist, whereas, in other regions, many
students with disabilities learn in special classes.
7In this sample, inclusion criteria for a child with SEN due to ID was the attribution
of the label according to the teacher and principal and confirmed by the parents
and the SEN teacher. However, due to ethical reasons, no IQ-Scores are available.
In Switzerland, children with an IQ of less than 75 are basically eligible for SEN
measures. In other countries (e.g., Germany) the upper limit is an IQ of 70.
However, it should be noted that it is particularly difficult to reliably determine
the IQ of children with ID (Meyer, 2003).

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics of student sample characteristics (N = 1744
students in 104 classes, excluded cases: N = 217).

Without SEN With SEN Excluded cases

Age1 n % Age1 n % Age1 n %

Boys 11.3 774 47.8 11.8 72 58.1 11.3 114 53.3

Girls 11.2 846 52.2 12.0 52 41.9 11.0 100 46.7

3rd grade 9.4 55 3.4 9.8 4 3.2 9.1 20 9.2

4th grade 10.5 411 25.4 11.2 27 21.8 10.2 38 17.5

5th grade 11.5 391 24.1 11.9 33 26.6 11.3 30 13.8

6th grade 12.4 250 15.4 12.9 20 16.1 12.7 49 22.6

Mixed grades 11.4 513 31.7 11.4 40 32.3 11.1 80 36.9

Total 11.2 1620 100 11.9 124 100 11.1 217 100

Three gender values are missing in the excluded cases. 1Age in years.

reduced to 1,744 children, of whom 124 students had SEN status
due to ID, in a total of 104 classes (see Table 1).

Procedure
The study was carried out in co-operation with schools from the
German-speaking part of Switzerland. Schools from 13 different
cantons8 participated in this study. First, cantonal directorates of
education were contacted to get their approval. Second, principals
were contacted and asked to provide lists of potential primary
school classes with at least one student with ID (3rd to 6th grade).
Third, teachers were contacted by mail and phone for voluntary
study enrolment. School directors and teachers, as well as parents,
gave consent to this study. Of the children, 91.5% were given
permission to participate in this study. In order for a class to take
part, at least one student with ID had to be allowed to participate
per class. Data collection was undertaken in the classroom by at
least one project team member and one master’s student, who
was specifically prepared for the data collection. Each item was
read aloud. The children did not move on to the next page
of the questionnaire until all children had finished answering
each page. Class teachers, SEN teachers and the master’s student
supported the students during the questionnaire. The researchers
emphasized to the students that completing the questionnaire
was voluntary, that they could discontinue at any time without
any reason, and that all data would be treated confidentially.
Because other variables than those used for this study were
also assessed as part of the SoPariS project, data collection
lasted 90 min, including several breaks during which students
could play activity games. Children were asked to put their
questionnaires in an envelope and hand it to the examiners when
they were finished so that teachers could not see their responses.
Also, children used individual desks, or barriers were put in place
so that they could not see each other’s responses. Children who
did not participate were asked to work at their desks quietly.

Measures
Assessment of Social Acceptance in PE by
Classmates
Peer acceptance, as dependent variable in this study, is
usually assessed with sociometric techniques using peer ratings
(Cillessen, 2009). In peer ratings, all classmates rate each of their
peers on a Likert-type scale in terms of how much they like them
or would like to play with them (Krüger, 1976). In this study,
the sociometric rating questionnaire Sozio was used (Eckhart,
2012). This questionnaire does not ask about affective attitudes
toward the other children but about perceived interactions. In
their study on retest reliability, Eckhart et al. (2011) found a
significant correlation between two survey dates of 8 months
in general education (Pearson correlation: N = 1894 students:
r = 0.526; p ≤ 0.001). The PE context was included, and students
were asked to indicate on a five-point scale (0 = almost never,

8Switzerland consists of 26 cantons, each with its own constitution and its own
legal and political authorities. Accordingly, school and education policy are also
located at the cantonal level. Of these cantons, 21 have German as their official
language and were therefore targeted in this study. Of these cantons, two cantonal
directorates did not give their consent to contact the corresponding schools. And
of 6 cantons, no school participated, despite cantonal consent.
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4 = very much), e.g., How much they talk with them in PE and
how much they are feeling upset with them in PE. Instructions
were also given by the researchers that talking in PE classes also
involved playing together during lessons or sitting next to each
other in a circle. Prestige and negative-prestige scores of the
students were calculated as the sum of all the received talking or
upsetting interactions in PE divided by the number of possible
talking or upsetting interactions in the class. Peer acceptance
was then calculated by the difference of all incoming talking
contacts (prestige) and all incoming upsetting contacts (negative-
prestige), considering only the assessments of the peers in each
class. The values, therefore, vary between −1 and 1. A value near
−1 means poor social acceptance and a value near 1 is equal to
good social acceptance.

Assessment of Positive Interactions in PE
Students’ positive interactions, as the second dependent variable,
were operationalized using the same sociometric rating scale
mentioned above. In the literature, both outgoing and incoming
ties are discussed and used for the assessment of interactions. For
this study, the peer-related incoming talking contacts in PE were
of interest. Therefore, the sociometric parameter, prestige, was
used (peer rating: How much they talk with them in PE: 0 = almost
never, 4 = very much). This, of course, also means that the two
dependent variables (social acceptance and positive interactions)
are not independent of each other. Prestige means the reputation
of a person (Eckhart et al., 2011). In network analysis, prestige
refers to the importance of an actor regarding the incoming
assessments. It records how important the actor is in the network
(Jansen, 2006). A person is considered to have high prestige if
many actors in the network have frequent positive interactions
with that person (Eckhart et al., 2011). In this study, the prestige
score of a student was calculated as the sum of all the received
talking interactions divided by the number of possible talking
interactions in the class. The values, therefore, vary between 0
and 1. A value near 1 means that a student is getting almost all
possible talking interactions and vice versa for a value near 0.

Assessment of IRNO
The students’ perceived IRNO of the PE teacher was analyzed
using a scale developed originally by Schwarzer et al. (1982)
in an attempt to exclude the social desirability of teachers. The
risk of socially desirable responses is particularly pronounced
for topics with a clear social norm, as is the case with inclusive
education (Avramidis and Norwich, 2002). The scale consists
of four items (e.g., Our PE teacher praises even the worst
students, when she feels they have been improving) on a 4-point
Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 3 (strongly
agree). Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1999) published reliability
scores of three different measuring times and received acceptable
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.64, 0.70, and 0.71. In another study, Oswald
et al. (2013) reported a Cronbach’s alpha at T1 and T2 of
0.66/0.71, indicating acceptable psychometric properties. High
scores on this scale indicate that the teacher was perceived to
have high IRNO. The analysis of internal consistency in this study
indicated a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.76 for all students and 0.70 for
students with ID.

Assessment of Teaching Cooperative Skills
An assessment of teaching cooperative skills was carried out
using a subscale of the FSTN questionnaire (Hoffmann, 2006).
Students were asked to rate five items (e.g., It is important to
our PE teacher that we learn to work together in a group) on
a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (strongly disagree) to 3
(strongly agree). Again, to avoid including the social desirability
of teachers, the students assessed this teaching strategy. High
scores on this scale indicate that the student perceived that their
PE teacher expected them to behave cooperatively. According to a
validation study by Hoffmann (2006), Cronbach’s alpha was high
(0.86). The analysis of internal consistency in this study indicated
a comparable high Cronbach’s alpha of 0.79 for all students and
0.81 for students with ID.

Assessment of Psychomotor Clumsiness
The questions for the qualitative assessment of movement
behavior were based on the checklist of motor behavior by
Schilling (1976). This assessment consists of 78 items from eight
different dimensions of movement behavior. For this study,
the dimension of psychomotor clumsiness is used, and the
number of items was reduced to three. Psychomotor clumsiness,
which describes awkward and clumsy movement behavior, is
accompanied by restricted movement. The dimension is also
defined with a strongly slowed down movement learning. This
instrument was used to describe sportiness. In the selection of
these three adjectives, results from the preliminary study, and
from the study by Valkanover (2005), were consulted, revealing a
Cronbach’s alpha of 0.76 in the preliminary study. Teachers were
asked to rate these three items [e.g., The movement behavior of the
child in self-chosen (movement) tasks is clumsy] for every student
on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (does not apply at all)
to 4 (fully applicable). The analysis of internal consistency in this
study indicated a high Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87 for all students
by the teachers.

Data Analysis
For the evaluation, the nested structure of the data is considered.
The characteristics of the students at level 1 (L1) have been
coded for SEN status (0 = no SEN status, 1 = SEN status)
and gender (0 = male, 1 = female). Psychomotor clumsiness at
L1 was used as a continues variable. SEN status, gender and
psychomotor clumsiness were included as controlling individual
L1 variables. Variables have also been defined at level 2 (L2)
and used as continues variables (IRNO and teaching cooperative
skills). Multilevel analyses with the R statistics program and
the nmle package have been implemented (R Core Team,
2015). With 104 classes and 1,744 students, the sample sizes
at the two levels meet the requirements for multilevel models,
especially for the estimation of fixed parameters and their
standard errors (Hox, 2010). In order to use the degrees
of freedom as sparingly as possible, the overall model was
built up step by step (Snijders and Bosker, 1999). For this
purpose, individual variables, contextual variables on L2, and
cross-level interactions are added to the null model one after
the other. The intraclass correlations (ICC) of ρ = 0.159 for
the social acceptance and ρ = 0.244 for the positive social
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TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics of study variables and intercorrelations.

N M SD Min Max (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

(1) SEN status (0 = no, 1 = yes) −0.05c −0.24b −0.27b −0.28b 0.02b 0.01b

(2) Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) −0.03b 0.10b −0.06b
−0.02b

−0.01b

(3) Psychmotor clumsiness 1744 1.25 1 0 4 −0.33a −0.35a 0.03a 0.01a

(4) Social acceptance in PE 1744 0.22 0.20 −0.58 0.85 0.82a 0.08a 0.11a

(5) Positive interactions in PE 1744 0.41 0.13 0 0.85 −0.01a 0.04a

(6) IRNO (class mean) 104 2.05 0.32 0.93 2.80 0.74a

(7) Cooperative skills (class mean) 104 2.38 0.28 1.35 3.00

Coefficients printed in bold are significant with p ≤ 0.05; SEN, special educational need; PE, physical education; IRNO, individual reference norm orientation; M, mean;
SD, standard deviation; aPearson correlation; bpoint-biserial correlation; and cPhi coefficient.

interactions showed large ICC’s (Hox, 2010). These values are
higher than those revealed by prior research for students’
election status and rejection status in inclusive classrooms in
Germany (e.g., Krawinkel et al., 2017; ICC’s between 0.023
and 0.149). The values of the present study clearly indicate
the necessity of applying multilevel analyses. And because
the central goal of this study was to investigate cross-level
interactions, multi-level analyses were conducted for both
dependent variables.

The predictors on L1 and L2 have been centered for better
interpretation of the results. The rules of thumb of Enders and
Tofighi (2007) have been applied, using both centering within
cluster (SEN status) and centering at the grand mean (gender,
psychomotor clumsiness, IRNO and teaching cooperative skills).
In the result tables, the standardized beta coefficients were used
to be able to compare the values directly.

Ethics and Quality
The study was approved by the Faculty’s Ethical Committee of the
University of Bern. Parental consent for all students was obtained.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
Table 2 shows the mean values and standard deviations of
the psychomotor clumsiness, social acceptance in PE, positive
interactions in PE, IRNO, and cooperative skills. The teachers’
perception of students’ psychomotor clumsiness showed an
average of 1.25, meaning that students were little (=1) to partly
clumsy (=2). The full range of values between 0 and 4 was applied.
The average social acceptance in PE of all children was 0.22,
i.e., students received, on average, 22% (SD = 20%) more talking
interactions than upsetting interactions. In PE, the range between
−0.58 and 0.85 shows the wide variance of students being rejected
(negative scores) or accepted (positive scores). On average, all
students received 41% of all possible talking interactions in PE
(SD = 13%). Social acceptance and positive interactions in PE
correlate significantly and positively (r = 0.82, p ≤ 0.05). The
high intercorrelation between the two dependent variables can be
taken as an indication that they are very similar facets of social
participation, and that they are clearly interrelated. Both social
acceptance and positive interactions in PE significantly correlate

negatively with the SEN status (r = −0.27 resp. −0.28, p ≤ 0.05).
Students with ID have significantly lower values in the social
acceptance and positive interaction scales in PE.

For the IRNO and cooperative skills, aggregated class means
were calculated to find the value for the teaching strategy. As
shown in Table 2, the average score on the 4-point Likert scale
for the IRNO was 2.05 (SD = 0.32), indicating that students
generally agreed that teachers used IRNO in their PE lessons.
Values for teaching cooperative skills were higher with a mean
of 2.38 (SD = 0.28). Students perceived their teachers as teaching
cooperative skills in their PE lessons quite often. The relatively
high positive and significant intercorrelation between IRNO and
cooperative skills (r = 0.74, p ≤ 0.05) suggests that when students
perceive their teachers using IRNO, they think that the teachers
are teaching cooperative skills or vice versa.

IRNO
Factors for Social Acceptance in PE
Looking at the first dependent variable, social acceptance of peers
in PE, it turns out that SEN status is a significant predictor
(p ≤ 0.001, see Table 3, model 1). If a student has SEN status,
social acceptance in PE is significantly decreased (1 = 0.19). Also,
the gender of a student is a significant predictor (p ≤ 0.001)
of social acceptance: Boys were rejected more often than girls.
Psychomotor clumsiness, assessed by the teacher, revealed to be
the strongest predictor. The higher the clumsiness, the lower
the social acceptance of a student in PE (p ≤ 0.001). All three
individual student variables (control variables) explained 15.4%
of the marginal R2. With respect to the explanation of the
conditional R2 by the whole model, the consideration of the
random effect “class” (in addition to the fixed effect) results in an
increase of the explained variance for social acceptance to 31.1%
(see Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013). Therefore, class effects play
an important role in social acceptance, confirming the large ICC
mentioned above (ρ = 0.160).

The aggregated predictor IRNO at class L2 was added to
model 1 to answer the first research question. The IRNO was
centered at the grand mean. The inclusion of this variable did
not affect the effect of the control variables SEN status, gender,
and psychomotor clumsiness. There is a positive and significant
correlation between the IRNO (L2) of the PE teacher and the
social acceptance of the students (p ≤ 0.05) in PE. The marginal
R2 increased to 16.3%, the conditional R2 stayed the same. Higher
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TABLE 3 | Multilevel models of social acceptance of the students in PE.

Empty model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Level 1

SEN status −0.190*** (0.021) −0.191*** (0.021) −0.195*** (0.021)

Gender student 0.083*** (0.020) 0.083*** (0.020) 0.085*** (0.020)

Psychomotor clumsiness −0.289*** (0.022) −0.290*** (0.022) −0.289*** (0.022)

Level 2

IRNO (class mean) 0.103* (0.043) 0.103* (0.044)

Cross-level interaction

IRNO (class mean) × SEN status 0.054** (0.020)

Model characteristics

ICC 0.160

AIC −725.08 −1038.68 −1036.88 −1038.17

R2
GLMM(m) 0 0.154 0.163 0.165

R2
GLMM(c) 0.160 0.311 0.311 0.315

***p ≤ 0.001; **p ≤ 0.01; *p ≤ 0.05; N = 1744 students, N = 104 classes; Estimation of standardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses; SEN,
special educational need; IRNO, individual reference norm orientation; and R2

GLMM(m) = marginal R2, R2
GLMM(c) = conditional R2 (after Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013).

values in the IRNO assessment of the teacher during the PE
lessons correlated positively to a higher social acceptance of all the
students, regardless of whether they had SEN status due to ID or
not. By adding the cross-level interaction between the class mean
IRNO and the SEN status (model 3), there was a significant effect
(p ≤ 0.01). Therefore, a differentiated effect of the IRNO teaching
strategy at L2 of the PE teacher could be found for the social
acceptance of students with ID compared to their TD peers. The
added cross-level interaction could further raise the variances, as
shown in Table 3.

Figure 1 shows the cross-level interaction effect between SEN
status, IRNO, and social acceptance. It is apparent that the higher
the IRNO of the PE teacher, the better the social acceptance of
all students, regardless of having SEN status due to ID. However,
the effect for students with ID is visibly and significantly greater
in the higher slope. The relationship between students’ social
acceptance in PE and the IRNO of their teacher thus seems to
depend on the SEN status (p ≤ 0.01).

Factors for Positive Interactions in PE
Comparable to social acceptance, the control variables SEN
status, gender, and psychomotor clumsiness are significant
predictors of positive interactions in PE (p ≤ 0.001, see Table 4).
Students with ID have significantly fewer positive interactions
with their peers in PE than students without ID. Girls have
fewer positive interactions than boys. This is contrary to social
acceptance mentioned above, where girls were more accepted
than boys in PE. Furthermore, the higher the psychomotor
clumsiness of a student, the fewer positive interactions he
or she got. The marginal R2 of the three individual L1
predictors in model 1 is 18.1%. The conditional R2 is 42.6% and
therefore higher than the one for social acceptance mentioned
above. Class effects play an even more important role in the
positive interactions, confirming the large ICC mentioned above
(ρ = 0.244).

By adding the IRNO teaching strategy on L2 in model 2,
a positive but not significant correlation can be found with
the positive interactions in PE. The fixed effects explained the

same variance as before and the conditional R2 is also about
the same. But, comparable to social acceptance, the analysis
revealed a significant and positive cross-level interaction between
aggregated IRNO and SEN status in model 3 (p ≤ 0.01). For
classes with teachers with high IRNO, the positive interactions
of children with ID were higher than in the classes of teachers
with low IRNO (see Figure 2). For TD students, the correlation
is even slightly negative. In classes where teachers were using a
high IRNO in PE lessons, TD students have slightly fewer positive
interactions. Therefore, it can be assumed that any correlation
between IRNO and positive interactions in PE for all students
together is removed.

In sum, the IRNO teaching strategy revealed to be a significant
predictor of social acceptance (p ≤ 0.05) and a non-significant
predictor of positive interactions of students in PE in general.
For students with ID, specifically, high IRNO by the PE teacher
is related to higher social acceptance by and more positive
interactions with their peers (p ≤ 0.01). For TD students, higher
IRNO values in the PE teacher correlated positively with social
acceptance, but negatively with the positive interactions in PE.
In summary, this indicates that SEN status due to ID positively
moderates the effect of IRNO and aspects of social participation.

Teaching Cooperative Skills
Factors for Social Acceptance in PE
To address the second research question, teaching cooperative
skills in inclusive PE was analyzed. The empty model and
model 1 are the same as in Table 3. The score of student
perceived teaching cooperative skills was aggregated, centered at
the grand mean (L2), and included in model 2 (see Table 5).
The inclusion of this variable did not affect the effect of SEN
status on social acceptance in PE, as mentioned above. Nor
did it affect the effect of gender and psychomotor clumsiness
(p ≤ 0.001). Additionally, there is a positive and significant
correlation between teaching cooperative skills at L2 and social
acceptance in PE (p ≤ 0.01), indicating that higher values in
the social acceptance scale of all students is related to higher
values in teaching cooperative skills of the PE teachers. The beta
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FIGURE 1 | Predicted social acceptance in physical education (PE) of children with and without intellectual disabilities (ID) related with the individual reference norm
orientation (IRNO) of the PE teacher. The gray zones are the 95% confidence intervals. CGM, centered at grand mean.

value of 0.128 for teaching cooperative skills is higher than the
one for IRNO (beta = 0.103, see Table 3). For this reason, it
can be assumed that the strategy of teaching cooperative skills
correlates higher with an increase in the social acceptance scale
than the strategy of using IRNO in PE. Compared to the first
model including only L1 variables, the marginal R2 grew by
1.5 percentage points to 16.9%. The conditional R2, on the
other hand, increased only marginally. Adding the cross-level
interaction between the class mean of teaching cooperative skills
and the SEN status did not have a significant effect. There is no
moderation of the SEN status due to ID between the strategy
teaching cooperative skills and the social acceptance of students
in PE. Also, the added cross-level interaction did not substantially
increase the variances.

Figure 3 shows the interaction effect between teaching
cooperative skills and social acceptance in PE. It is apparent
that there is a positive and significant correlation for all

students, regardless of whether they have SEN status due to
ID or not.

Factors for Positive Interactions in PE
Again, the empty model and model 1 are the same as
presented in Table 4. When adding the L2 teaching strategy
in model 2, a positive but not significant correlation can
be found between teaching cooperative skills and positive
interactions in PE (see Table 6). The marginal R2 explained
almost the same variance as only the three control variables
at the individual student level in model 1 (18.3%). Also, the
conditional R2 is very similar. SEN status does not moderate
the effect between teaching cooperative skills and the positive
interactions in PE (model 3). However, a tendency is visible
insofar as students with ID experience relatively more positive
interactions in PE, when their teacher teaches cooperative skills,
than TD students. However, this difference is not significant.

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 10 October 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 58696056

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


feduc-05-586960 October 21, 2020 Time: 12:47 # 11

Furrer et al. Teaching Strategies in Inclusive PE

TABLE 4 | Multilevel models of positive interactions of the students in PE.

Empty model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Level 1

SEN status −0.214*** (0.019) −0.214*** (0.019) −0.217*** (0.019)

Gender student −0.082*** (0.019) −0.082*** (0.019) −0.081*** (0.019)

Psychomotor clumsiness −0.323*** (0.020) −0.323*** (0.020) −0.322*** (0.020)

Level 2

IRNO (class mean) 0.022 (0.053) 0.022 (0.053)

Cross-level interaction

IRNO (class mean) × SEN status 0.050** (0.019)

Model characteristics

ICC 0.244

AIC −2417.04 −2826.21 −2818.55 −2818.64

R2
GLMM(m) 0 0.181 0.181 0.183

R2
GLMM(c) 0.244 0.426 0.428 0.430

***p ≤ 0.001; **p ≤ 0.01; N = 1744 students, N = 104 classes; Estimation of standardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses; SEN, special
educational need; IRNO, individual reference norm orientation; and R2

GLMM(m) = marginal R2, R2
GLMM(c) = conditional R2 (after Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013).

No more variance can be explained by adding the cross-
level interaction.

Taken together, the teaching strategy of teaching cooperative
skills in inclusive PE was found to be a significant predictor for
the social acceptance of students in inclusive PE (p ≤ 0.01). No
such connection was found for the relationship with positive
interactions in PE. Contrary to the IRNO findings, no cross-level
interactions were found for teaching cooperative skills, indicating
that the SEN status due to ID does not positively moderate
the effect between teaching cooperative skills and aspects of
social participation.

DISCUSSION

This study addressed two research questions. The first question
focused on the positive relationship between using IRNO in
PE and the social acceptance and positive social interactions
of students in inclusive PE. The second question addressed the
positive relationship between teaching cooperative skills and the
social acceptance and positive social interactions of students in
inclusive PE. In summary, the results showed that a high IRNO of
the PE teacher is positively related to higher social acceptance of
the students and that the SEN status of children with ID positively
moderated the relationship between the IRNO teaching strategy
and both social acceptance and positive social interactions in
inclusive PE in Switzerland’s primary school classes (3rd to 6th
grades). Regarding teaching cooperative skills in PE, there was
a positive relationship with the social acceptance of children
in inclusive PE, but no cross-level interaction for SEN status
and no relationship with positive interactions in PE could be
found. The results must be discussed because inclusive education
is about striving for inclusive communities that foster social
participation and the well-being of all students. For this reason,
it is important to find teaching strategies that not only serve
children with SEN but are beneficial for all children. However,
since international work consistently shows that children with

SEN included in general education classrooms are at risk of
being socially excluded by their peers, it is very important to find
ways to decrease this gap in social participation between students
with and without SEN. This study helped to contribute to this
highly relevant topic.

Concerning the first research question, this study showed that
IRNO positively relates to peer acceptance of all the students,
regardless of whether they have SEN status due to ID or not. This
relationship could not be found for positive interactions. These
results contradict the findings of Krawinkel et al. (2017), who
found no relationship between the IRNO and the extent of social
participation in mainstream education. On the other hand, the
findings support the important influence of teacher feedback on
students’ social participation, as shown by Schwab et al. (2016)
and Huber et al. (2018). Schwab et al. (2016) found a significant
effect of positive teacher feedback and social acceptance not only
for children with Down Syndrome but also for students without
disabilities. Likewise, the data of Huber et al. (2018) showed that
teacher feedback affected social acceptance ratings, although with
smaller effect sizes than in the study by Schwab et al. (2016).
A possible explanation for this partly ambivalent classification
in the existing literature from general education is that PE takes
place in a different setting than other classroom-based subjects
and that PE has unique experience and education potential (Klein
et al., 2016). In PE, the performance of a student is usually
visible to peers. Therefore, if a teacher provides feedback for a
student’s performance based on IRNO, peers can ideally hear and
understand the feedback, resulting in a positive change in the
social acceptance of this student by peers.

The analysis of the cross-level interactions between IRNO
and social acceptance/positive interactions showed some
differentiated effects for students with ID. In particular, the social
participation of students with ID is positively related to the IRNO
of the PE teacher, which is in line with the work of Krawinkel
et al. (2017). In their study with classes in which teachers base
their performance feedback more on individual orientation,
students with SEN were less likely to be rejected and experienced

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 11 October 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 58696057

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


feduc-05-586960 October 21, 2020 Time: 12:47 # 12

Furrer et al. Teaching Strategies in Inclusive PE

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

−1.0 −0.5 0.0 0.5
IRNO (class variable, CGM)

P
os

iti
ve

 in
te

ra
ct

io
ns

 in
 P

E

Students without ID

Students with ID

FIGURE 2 | Predicted positive interactions in physical education (PE) of children with and without intellectual disabilities (ID) related with the individual reference norm
orientation (IRNO) of the PE teacher. The gray zones are the 95% confidence intervals. CGM, centered at grand mean.

more positive interactions in PE than in classes with teachers
with lower IRNO. IRNO thus seems to fulfill a kind of buffering
effect for the social participation of children with SEN. The
increased risk of exclusion of children with SEN can be decreased
by the strong IRNO of the teacher. In other words, the higher
the IRNO of the PE teacher when giving feedback to students in
present study, the smaller the gap in social participation between
students with and without SEN due to ID. This effect might be
explained insofar as students, especially students with ID, get
more positive feedback from a PE teacher who uses IRNO. This
explanation is contrary to the assumption that with feedback
based on social comparisons, children with lower motor ability
skills—and also students with ID—would receive more negative
feedback. According to the theory of social referencing, where
younger children, in particular, will look upon adult reference
models for guidance (Walden and Ogan, 1988), the PE teacher
with positive teacher-student interactions serves as a role model

for the students. As a result, students with ID are more socially
accepted by their TD peers in inclusive PE. Therefore, we provide
novel detailed insights into the assumed relationship in inclusive
PE that add to prior studies investigating the relationship
between using IRNO and aspects of social participation for
students with and without ID. As they confirm the moderating
effect in the study by Krawinkel et al. (2017), our results might
also be transferrable from a specific PE setting to a general
discussion of inclusive education at primary school level.

Regarding teaching cooperative skills in the second research
question, a positive relationship could be found with the social
acceptance of the total sample of students in this study, including
students with ID and their TD peers. This finding is partly in
line with the work by André et al. (2011), who found that CL in
inclusive PE positively influenced the acceptance of mainstream
students with disabilities by their peers. However, their study
did not measure the outcomes for students without disabilities.
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TABLE 5 | Multilevel models of social acceptance of the students in PE.

Empty model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Level 1

SEN status −0.190*** (0.021) −0.191*** (0.021) −0.192*** (0.021)

Gender student 0.083*** (0.020) 0.083*** (0.020) 0.083*** (0.020)

Psychomotor clumsiness −0.289*** (0.022) −0.289*** (0.022) −0.289*** (0.022)

Level 2

Cooperative skills (class mean) 0.128** (0.044) 0.128** (0.044)

Cross-level interaction

Cooperative skills (class mean) × SEN status 0.022 (0.020)

Model characteristics

ICC 0.160

AIC −725.08 −1038.68 −1039.97 −1035.48

R2
GLMM(m) 0 0.154 0.169 0.169

R2
GLMM(c) 0.160 0.311 0.312 0.313

***p ≤ 0.001; **p ≤ 0.01; N = 1744 students, N = 104 classes; Estimation of standardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses; SEN, special
educational need; and R2

GLMM(m) = marginal R2, R2
GLMM(c) = conditional R2 (after Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013).
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FIGURE 3 | Predicted social acceptance in physical education (PE) of all children related with taught cooperative skills by the PE teacher. The gray zones are the
95% confidence intervals. CGM, centered at grand mean.
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TABLE 6 | Multilevel models of positive interactions of the students in PE.

Empty model Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Level 1

SEN status −0.214*** (0.019) −0.214*** (0.019) −0.215*** (0.019)

Gender student −0.082*** (0.019) −0.082*** (0.019) −0.082*** (0.019)

Psychomotor clumsiness −0.323*** (0.020) −0.323*** (0.020) −0.324*** (0.020)

Level 2

Cooperative skills (class mean) 0.053 (0.054) 0.053 (0.054)

Cross-level interaction

Cooperative skills (class mean) × SEN status 0.028 (0.018)

Model characteristics

ICC 0.244

AIC −2417.04 −2826.21 −2819.68 −2815.22

R2
GLMM(m) 0 0.181 0.183 0.184

R2
GLMM(c) 0.244 0.426 0.428 0.429

***p ≤ 0.001; N = 1744 students, N = 104 classes; Estimation of standardized regression coefficients with standard errors in parentheses; SEN, special educational need;
and R2

GLMM(m) = marginal R2, R2
GLMM(c) = conditional R2 (after Nakagawa and Schielzeth, 2013).

Furthermore, our study did not find any relationship between
teaching cooperative skills and positive interactions in PE. This
result does not correspond with the results from the studies by
Dowler (2014), who found a positive relationship in secondary
school PE classes in Australia. Interestingly, the results of their
study also come from a sample of children with mild ID.
However, the children were older and perhaps more receptive
to CL in inclusive PE. On the other hand, the study by Keh
and Hsieh (2007) found positive effects of CL in inclusive PE
on the social status and peer relationships of a child with mild
ID in exactly the same age group (5th grade). One potential
explanation for the unexpected finding could be that teaching
cooperative skills, as proposed by Hoffmann (2006), is not the
same construct as CL, as defined by Dyson and Casey (2014a,b).
This comparability of teaching cooperative skills and CL is
arguable and thus must be discussed as a limiting factor of this
study. However, our results make it possible to summarize that
teaching cooperative skills in inclusive PE is a teaching strategy
affecting the social dynamics of the whole class in primary school,
regardless of whether students have SEN status due to ID or
not. High scores on teaching cooperative skills are related to
better scores on the social acceptance scale. This result from a PE
setting might contribute to the discourse of teaching strategies in
general inclusive primary school education, regardless of what the
children’s disabilities are.

Furthermore, the findings demonstrate that joint teaching
(inclusive classes) alone does not guarantee that children with
and without ID will be equally involved in social exchanges
in class. The three individual student variables (SEN status,
gender, and psychomotor clumsiness), which were used as
control variables, revealed to be significant predictors of
aspects of social participation. The strong predictor of SEN
status is in line with international work in general education,
reporting a higher risk of social exclusion for students with
SEN (Garrote and Sermier Dessemontet, 2015). Focusing on
the social acceptance and interactions in inclusive PE, the
results support the ambivalent findings insofar as students with

ID are socially less accepted and experience fewer positive
interactions. This finding supports mostly qualitative work (Place
and Hodge, 2001; Bredahl, 2013). Furthermore, the gender of
the student is a significant predictor for social acceptance and
positive interactions in inclusive PE. Interestingly, girls are better
socially accepted, but they experience fewer positive interactions
in inclusive PE. This result is partly in line with the work
of Krawinkel et al. (2017), who found a significantly higher
rejection rate for boys than for girls. It does not support the
findings of Schwab (2015), who found no gender effect on
peer acceptance and social interactions in Austria’s inclusive
classes. It further implies that, in our study, boys must have
experienced more negative and upsetting interactions in PE than
girls, explaining the difference in social acceptance and positive
interactions in PE. Therefore, gender must be considered when
talking about inclusive education. Finally, the strong predictor
of psychomotor clumsiness in social acceptance and positive
interactions in PE is in line with the research by Ommundsen
et al. (2010). The authors found that 1st grade motor proficiency
and objectively measured physical activity was predictive of
4th grade social standing among pupils in class measured by
sociometric status. This result might be attributable to a sports-
related and performance-oriented PE and contributes to the
general discussion about a change in the perception of body and
performance in inclusive PE (Meier and Ruin, 2015). Our results
suggest that for inclusive PE, the idea of performance should
not be highlighted.

The relatively large difference between the marginal and the
conditional R2 of all models is striking. The difference is even
more significant for the models analyzing the variance of the
positive interactions than in the models with social acceptance in
PE. The control variables of SEN status, gender, and psychomotor
clumsiness could explain around 18% of the variance. Adding the
two teaching strategies as predictors did only explain little more
variance, still leaving significant between-cluster heterogeneity.
This relativizes the importance of the teacher and their teaching
strategies in fostering social participation in inclusive PE. Other
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than the discussed individual variables in this study, it can
be speculated that there are still more individual variables
predicting aspects of social participation. According to the study
by Garrote (2017), rejected students with ID were estimated
as being less cooperative and prosocial than accepted students
with ID, indicating that the social behavior skills of students
might play a decisive role in predicting social acceptance in
general. In another study, DeBoer et al. (2012) investigated
the role of peer attitudes on peer acceptance. The research
group found that there is a relationship between peer attitudes
and peer acceptance of students with disabilities in general
primary education.

In addition to other individual variables of students, some
teacher characteristics might also be of importance in predicting
aspects of the social participation of students. As mentioned
above, studies focusing on teachers’ beliefs and attitudes toward
the inclusion of children with disabilities in PE still dominate
research in inclusive PE (Wilhelmsen and Sørensen, 2017).
Teachers are generally seen as key players in the implementation
of inclusive education, the success of which implies a positive
attitude (Jerlinder et al., 2010). However, the research literature
is scarce on the role of attitudes for the social experiences
of students with and without SEN (Heyder et al., 2020). The
data by Heyder et al. (2020) on inclusive general education
suggests that increased teachers’ beliefs are related to a
decreased gap between the social integration of students with
and without SEN. Furthermore, contextual factors might also
explain some variance. As noted in the introduction, class
size (Park et al., 2014) and class climate (Gasser et al., 2017;
Krawinkel et al., 2017) can be used to further explain the
variance of aspects of social participation. Finally, successful
social participation of all students may only be possible in
school settings that provide the necessary support and resources
(Borg et al., 2011).

To conclude, our study is one of the first to analyze the
role of using IRNO and teaching cooperative skills in inclusive
PE settings in primary school education. In sum, the central
findings of this study revealed some significant relationships.
The high IRNO of the PE teacher is positively related to higher
social acceptance of students, and the SEN status of children
with ID positively moderated the relationship between the IRNO
teaching strategy and both social acceptance and positive social
interactions in inclusive PE. Regarding teaching cooperative
skills in PE, there was a positive relationship with the social
acceptance of children in inclusive PE. On the downside, the
study also revealed that the teaching strategies examined in our
study were not generally predictive of social acceptance and
positive interactions in PE. The findings contribute to close the
research gap in examining the role of teaching strategies in
inclusive PE and by adding knowledge transferable to general
inclusive education.

Limitations and Implications for Future
Research
This study also had some limitations. It should be considered that
only cross-sectional data was examined. Therefore, no statements

about the direction of action of teaching characteristics and
social acceptance/positive interactions can be derived. Even if the
considerations here assume an influence of the teacher on social
participation (based on the empirical evidence of longitudinal
studies in the literature review), interactions are conceivable.
This should be examined more closely in further investigations,
using experimental research with different teaching strategies
in longitudinal studies. With this limitation in mind, our
findings indicate that it might be promising to focus on the
IRNO of teachers and its effect on social participation in PE
in future studies.

Furthermore, the number of students with SEN status per
class in the present study is quite small compared to the number
of students with no SEN diagnosis. In the field of inclusive
education, such a small number of students with SEN status in
the sample is normal, but it decreases the test power of the study
(Henke et al., 2017). In further research, it might be fruitful to
focus on a sufficiently large sample with more children with SEN
status in each class.

Additionally, for the dependent variables, quantitative
measures were used. Although attention was paid to the
extent to which a person was spoken to, the answers were
all equally weighted and finally combined into one value of
social acceptance or prestige. Consequently, no conclusions
can be drawn about the quality of the two aspects of social
participation. For a student, it may be more beneficial to have
one peer with whom one has many positive interactions and
is fully accepted in PE than having few positive interactions
with and not really being accepted by many peers. In future
studies, qualitative aspects of social participation should be
examined as well.

Also, the high correlation between the two dependent
variables social acceptance and positive interactions in PE
(r = 0.82) does not account for two different and independent
aspects of social participation, as proposed in the review by
Koster et al. (2009). Nevertheless, our study found different
effects for the two dependent variables. This clearly indicates
the importance of negative interactions in PE (negative-prestige),
which are taken into account for the social acceptance score.
Furthermore, more research looking at other aspects of social
participation is of great interest to gain more insights into the
relationship between teaching strategies and social participation.
Juvonen and Bear (1992) and Gable et al. (1997) emphasized
not only the importance of peer relations but also stressed the
student’s self-perception as an important part of the definition of
social participation. Further research should, therefore, include
not only the peer-related aspects but also the self-perception of
each student. Especially with IRNO, relationships with related
self-concepts might be assumed. The work by Oswald (2013) or
by Conzelmann et al. (2011) in mainstream PE clearly indicated
that the use of IRNO by PE teachers influences aspects of self-
concept positively. It would be very interesting to test this effect
in inclusive PE.

Finally, we tried to focus on one group of students with
disabilities, namely children with ID. However, we must admit
that this population is still very heterogeneous, and generalized
statements must be made carefully. The examined teaching
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strategies are very general teaching methods in PE and need to
be adapted individually and applied or modified from case to
case to get the desired positive social participation. A one-size-
fits-all approach would not be suitable and thus limiting the
conclusions of our study.

Further research is needed to investigate the relationship
between teaching strategies, teacher characteristics (e.g., attitude),
class variables (e.g., class climate), student characteristics (e.g.,
peer attitude), and the social participation of students in
inclusive PE. It also seems potentially fruitful to explore
possible moderators, such as the nature of the students’ SEN.
Furthermore, future research could also test these findings in
other settings than general classrooms and PE, e.g., in music
lessons or art classes. And finally, future research should also use
alternate methods to questionnaires. Although we assessed the
teaching strategies through students, these responses could also
be biased by social desirability.

CONCLUSION

Despite the limitations mentioned above, the results are of
value for teacher education. This novel study provides an
insight into inclusive PE with children with ID in primary
school. Results may be used for PE teacher education in
primary school and further education of in-service teachers
preparing them to use effective teaching strategies in inclusive
PE to meet all the students’ needs. The results also provide
implications on what in-service teachers in PE can do to
promote the social participation of students and especially
of students with ID. A transfer of the knowledge gained to
inclusive education in the classroom setting is worth considering,
since the primary education teachers’ repertoire of effective
teaching strategies to promote social participation is still limited
(DeLeeuw et al., 2019).

The results showed that IRNO is positively related to social
acceptance and positive interactions in inclusive PE, and the
SEN status of children with ID positively moderated both
relationships. Hence, IRNO may help to decrease the gap in social
participation between students with and without ID. Regarding
teaching cooperative skills in PE, there was a positive relationship
with the social acceptance of all children in PE, but no cross-level
interaction for the SEN status and no relationship with positive
interactions in PE. Despite these results, the importance of the
mentioned teaching strategies in fostering the social participation
of students in PE must be relativized. Individual variables among
children still make a more significant difference when explaining
social participation in inclusive PE in primary school.

Teachers must be prepared to act effectively to face the
new kinds of challenges and opportunities in PE, which come
with the increased heterogeneity of students and inclusive
education. To decrease the gap between the social participation
of students with and without SEN, teachers need to have
a set of different and effective teaching strategies to meet

the individual needs of students. Teaching cooperative skills
and using IRNO seem to be valid teaching strategies to
achieve this goal.
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This comparative case study features two small groups of students engaging in
collaborative dialog about social issues. Based on social constructivist theories, the two
groups were compared across three major components of the small groups system:
social dynamics, intellectual collaboration, and teacher scaffolding. Our goal was to
holistically analyze these small group processes to understand why some small groups
were highly successful while others were not, even within the same intervention and
with the same teacher. Successful groups were those in which all students were able
to access the conversational floor, many ideas were considered, students were able
to share ideas and discuss collaboratively, and students were able to raise multiple
forms of social reasoning to support and explain ideas. Change in social reasoning
essay scores prior to and after the intervention were also considered as evidence of
group success. Results show that teacher scaffolding and existing student processes
served to amplify one another reciprocally. The teacher heightened productive social
norms when they were present, which then served to encourage productive intellectual
collaboration. However, when productive group norms were not present, the teacher
took increasing control over the group, which further hampered productive social and
intellectual interactions.

Keywords: collaborative discussion, relational equity, participatory equity, teacher scaffolding, idea building

INTRODUCTION

Small group collaboration in classrooms is a complex and dynamic system in which various
factors interact to influence student outcomes (Webb, 1982; Gillies, 2003). While many small
group studies have overarchingly demonstrated the effectiveness of small group collaboration on
students’ cognitive development (Foorman and Torgesen, 2001; Gillies, 2004; Webb, 2009; Webb
et al., 2019), others have documented the heterogeneity in small group processes among students
within classrooms or even under the same intervention practices (e.g., Webb, 1982; Barron, 2003;
Webb et al., 2006; Volet et al., 2009). Much remains to be understood about why some small
groups struggle more than others in small-group collaboration, specifically regarding how teachers
orchestrate the dynamic and heterogeneous small group processes in the classroom (e.g., Jadallah
et al., 2011).

There is also a lack of research that holistically considers small group collaboration processes.
While quantitative methodologies have been valuable in identifying specific factors and their
functioning, they are often limited in explaining how various factors interact with each other to
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constitute the dynamic system as a whole (Yin, 1994). As
such, we employed comparative case study to analyze how
two groups of students interacted with peers and their teacher
throughout an established small-group intervention approach
called Collaborative Social Reasoning (Lin et al., under review).
This methodology enabled us to answer theory-informed
questions while allowing us to address additional questions as
they arose from observations (Yin, 1994; Merriam and Tisdell,
2016).

Our aim was to understand why some small groups of
students are highly successful in a collaborative small-group
discussion intervention while others are not, even when groups
seem comparable and students were taught by the same teacher.
Successful groups showed strong collaboration, reasoning, and
social interaction. We primarily focus on the processes of teacher
scaffolding, social dynamics of the groups, and level of intellectual
collaboration during collaborative small-group discussions and
how these factors interact and vary between collaborative small
groups (Figure 1).

While considerable literature exists in each of these areas,
there is little that examines all three within a holistic system,
making the contribution of this paper unique. Although we
cannot assume that these processes would be generalized to
outside of the systems we are studying, our findings can
point to critical processes by which teachers facilitate small
group collaboration, which can inform effective instructional
practices in the future.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Small Group Discussion as a Dynamic
Social System
As shown in Figure 1, we conceptualized small group
collaboration in the classroom as a dynamic social system
constituting processes of teacher scaffolding, social dynamics,
and intellectual collaboration. In this model, social dynamics,
such as turn-taking and ability to access the conversational
floor, influence intellectual collaboration by ensuring that all
ideas are heard and considered. Intellectual collaboration, or the
extent to which students build knowledge upon the ideas of
others’, influences social dynamics by providing a collaborative,
constructive conversational floor for peer relations to grow and
social skills to develop. The teacher’s role is to scaffold both of
these processes, but these processes can also influence the ways
in which the teacher provides scaffolding to the groups. Based
on social constructivist theories (Vygotsky, 1934), this model
conceptualizes learning as engrained in the social environment
in which the learning happened (Adams, 2006); in this context, a
small group of collaborating students within a classroom that is
within a society. The model is based on prior work reviewed in
the next sections and was used to structure our in-depth analysis
of the two groups’ collaboration.

Social Dynamics
The ways by which students interact with one another and
social relationships with peers can impact students’ academic

development (Wentzel and Watkins, 2002; Buchs et al., 2009;
Lee and Shute, 2010). For example, being accepted by peers
can motivate students to engage in learning activities and
display socially appropriate forms of behavior in group learning
(Wentzel and Watkins, 2002). These studies emphasize how
social and academic processes coalesce to influence academic
outcomes including engagement and problem solving. Vygotsky
(1934) also argued about how cognitive development occurs
when individuals are tasked with a problem or activity that
can be accomplished through concept formation with others.
Furthermore, social discourse around the concept enables
students to enhance and refine their conceptualization further
than they would individually be capable of.

However, the goal structure of the social activity is important.
Roseth et al. (2008) showed that collaborative design can
be beneficial for students’ peer relationships. They found
that cooperative goal structures, when individuals’ goals are
inextricably linked and reliant on peers’ goals, promoted positive
peer relationships more than either competitive or individualistic
goal structures. These positive peer relationships, then, would
further enhance the productivity of the group via enhanced social
learning. As a result of these findings, we expected the social
and cognitive processes within small group discussion to interact
to produce greater learning than can be explained by either
factor alone, presuming that both exist and are productive in
nature. This is represented by the social dynamics and intellectual
collaboration boxes in Figure 1.

For collaborative learning to occur effectively, the teacher
must create equal opportunities for everyone to engage in
constructive discourse, and students must take responsibility for
advancing the group’s understanding by building on each other’s
ideas/thinking (Hmelo-Silver and Barrows, 2008). Teacher
scaffolding, then, is any teacher move that promotes students’
building and awareness of conceptual understanding (Boyd and
Markarian, 2011). Effective construction of knowledge involves
group effort that requires an intricate balance of turn taking,
meaning making, and reflection. However, there is research that
shows that it is not easy to maintain this balance and that
discussions may move quickly from equitable to inequitable
(Esmonde, 2009; Engle et al., 2014; Shah and Lewis, 2019).

In their empirical study, Shah and Lewis (2019) emphasize that
equity in collaborative learning must be maintained in two ways:
relational (the extent to which students demonstrate respect for
their peers) and participatory (fair distribution of participation
opportunities and participation itself in collaborative learning).
Their research suggests that equity cannot be conceptualized
as binary. This suggests that a collaborative process cannot be
statically inequitable or equitable but is constantly in a state
of flux and contingent on various factors, such as nature of
the task, participation structure, relative content knowledge
between collaborating students, students’ uptake, and teachers’
abilities to moderate these collaborations. Another interesting
finding brought out by Shah and Lewis’s (2019) analysis of
social interactions in collaboration shows that the net effect on
equity of a single interaction is usually very small and it takes
a series of small moves which can eventually amplify inequity
over time and negatively influence the collaboration. This is
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FIGURE 1 | Dynamic system of small group collaboration.

important when analyzing factors that lead to either the success
or failure of certain groups; inequity is less likely to appear as
obvious statements of disrespect or disregard. Instead, it is more
likely to present as many small, imperceptible interactions that
accumulate over time.

Boaler (2008) further explored the idea of relational equity by
describing three areas in which relational equity is perceptible
in classrooms: respect for people’s ideas, leading to positive
intellectual relations; commitment to the learning of others; and
learned methods of communication and support. Boaler’s (2008)
study was conducted to explore major differences in achievement,
behavior, and culture between three urban high schools with
similar populations. They wanted to explore why one school’s
incoming freshmen began with the worst math test scores in
the district but graduated with the highest. Their study found
that high relational equity was the main difference between these
schools and contributed substantially to the students’ conceptual
learning. These students were devoted to effective, equitable
communication to ensure that all collaborators thoroughly
learned the material. As a result, students saw learning gains
beyond those of otherwise comparable peers at other area schools
(Boaler, 2008).

Participatory equity refers to students’ access to the
conversational floor. Engle et al. (2014) defined participatory
equity as “the degree to which the participant can initiate turns
when desired, complete them without interruption, and control
who else has access to the floor” (p. 8). The conversational floor,
then, is “an evolving, socially negotiated space in which one
or more particular people is allowed to present conversational
contributions” (Engle et al., 2014, p. 253). In the context of small
group discussion, participatory equity is achieved when group
members have equal access to the conversational floor at will and
without interruption.

Considering equity more broadly, Esmonde (2009) analyzed
collaborative group work in mathematics classrooms and found
that “expert” students tended to dominate certain collaborative
activities. Engle et al. (2014) went further and proposed other
factors that influence level of control and participation in
collaborative discussions. They proposed a theoretical framework
with five components to explain why some students tended to
have greater influence in group discussions over others. Their
findings suggest the following factors influence the level of
participation, turn taking, and uptake of students’ ideas: (1) the
negotiated merit of each participant’s contributions (i.e., the merit
of student’s ideas is negotiated among group members rather
than through any objective criteria); each participant’s (2) level
of intellectual authority, (3) access to the conversational floor,
(4) level of spatial privilege (physical placement, body language,
etc.) and (5) level of influence in the discussion. They strongly
recommended teachers and researchers consider all these factors
when evaluating collaborative discussions or designing classroom
activities. Overall, ensuring effective collaboration and uptake
is not straightforward, and both teachers and students play
important roles in balancing these discussions. The teacher can
encourage provision of equal opportunities for students and
facilitate connections between students’ ideas, whereas students
need to focus on building knowledge and interacting productively
with one another.

Relatively few studies have explored the influence of
collaborative discussions on peer interactions and social
experiences or the opposite (i.e., the influence of peer
interactions on collaborative discussions). Anderson et al.
(2001) found that when students participated in discussions
with open participation, they tended to influence each other’s
ways of thinking and phrasing arguments more than when the
discussions were teacher-controlled. Lin et al. (under review)
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found positive impacts of collaborative discussions on classroom
relationships, but casual mechanisms and influencing factors
have yet to be explored.

Overall, collaborative discussions have been shown to
provide students with opportunities to learn from one another,
experience varied methods of communicating, make sense
of social experiences, and remain engaged and motivated
(Laal and Ghodsi, 2012; Wu et al., 2013). As mentioned
above, social norms, group dynamics, and equity can all
impact the effectiveness of group functioning. This study will
explore if and how peer interactions and group dynamics
influence the quality of collaborative small-group discussions
in conjunction with cognitive processes. Next, the intellectual
subsystem is considered.

Intellectual Collaboration
Idea building, also referred to as knowledge building, refers to
collaborative efforts to construct, transform, and refine collective
knowledge through discourse (Hmelo-Silver and Barrows, 2008,
pp. 48–49). This definition encompasses an infinite range of
situations in which discussion helps students build conceptual
understanding. However, while a great deal of work has been
done on idea building in various collaborative learning settings,
much of it has focused on student interactions centering around
one “best” or “correct” answer (e.g., Webb, 2000; Sfard and
Kieran, 2001; Hmelo-Silver and Barrows, 2008; Ing et al., 2015).
The assumption underlying this body of work, much of which
has been conducted in math classrooms, is that students should
arrive at similar understanding around a common answer, which
places students in a helper/helpee or expert/novice relationship
in which some students are more, and others less, knowledgeable.
This is problematic as, in many dilemmas, equally valid reasoning
may result in several equally valid conclusions. This is not to say
that all ideas should be assumed equally valid, but rather that
there may be no “right” answer but instead be multiple well-
justified, well-reasoned conclusions or courses of action based
on different values, ideas, or perspectives. In these cases, it is
more important that students are able to consider, critique, refine,
and respond to ideas around a certain topic, rather than that
they are able to clearly and effectively explain their solution to
a problem. For this reason, we consider idea building as an index
of intellectual collaboration, which we define in this study as a
process that includes questioning an idea, proposing a new idea,
responding/adding to an existing idea, or raising evidence for or
against a proposed idea. This process may take multiple forms,
and students are not working toward a particular answer, but
are rather working to weigh different perspectives, ideas, and
domains of knowledge provided by others and then formulate
those into their own conclusion (Cazden, 1988; Killen, 2007; Hitti
et al., 2014; Chiasson et al., 2017).

Two processes of idea building/intellectual collaboration have
been found to be related to students’ learning: provision of
detailed explanations, and engagement with others’ ideas (Webb
et al., 2014; Ing et al., 2015). Vygotsky’s (1934) theory emphasizes
the importance of group members being willing to listen to each
other’s ideas and respecting it, in order to support idea building.
These positive dynamics would help shape one’s own ideas and
connect it to others. Warner (2008) suggested that students

build knowledge in several ways: explaining, reorganizing, or
building on an idea; questioning to show that an idea is valid
or invalid; connecting or proposing multiple representations
of the idea; applying the same idea in multiple contexts; and
raising hypotheticals.

Teacher Scaffolding
Wood et al. (1976) were among the first to apply the term
“scaffolding” to education when they explained how adults used
varying strategies to help young learners with problem solving.
Examples of cognitive scaffolding include slowly increasing
the complexity of the problem at hand, encouraging higher
level thinking, directing students’ attention to critical features,
or modeling reasoning or problem solving. Social scaffolding
includes managing group dynamics by helping students support
one another, ensuring equal contribution/participation by all,
and helping students stay on task and maintain direction toward
the goal (Belland et al., 2013). Regardless of the focus of
these strategies, they consistently encourage students to build
awareness of and depth in their conceptual understanding of
the topic at hand (Boyd and Markarian, 2011). In the context
of classroom discussions, research has identified principled
strategies of cognitive scaffolding to enhance the quality of
discussion (Chinn et al., 2000; Alexander, 2017; Howe et al.,
2019). For example, Webb (2009) found that probing students’
explanations to uncover details of their thinking and problem-
solving strategies is an effective scaffolding strategy to promote
learning. To date, however, there is comparatively less research
on the non-academic scaffolding of dialogic discussion or how
teachers can support discussions in ways that are beyond
prompting for reasoning alone (Puntambekar and Kolodner,
2005; Belland et al., 2008; Belland et al., 2013).

The effectiveness of scaffolding is dependent on various
factors such as contingency (appropriateness of support based
on student needs/ability), context, timing of fading, and nature
of the task (Howe, 2013; van de Pol et al., 2015, 2019).
van de Pol et al. (2015) showed that a combination of the
above-mentioned factors together influences student outcomes.
Their study highlighted that contingency alone does not ensure
effectiveness and that the frequency with which the teacher
provides support and the nature of the task is also important
in determining the effectiveness of teacher scaffolding. van de
Pol et al. (2019) used qualitative analyses to further show
that students’ uptake of contingent support was sometimes
hampered by untimely fading of the support and that it was most
effective when the support faded gradually. In another study,
Howe (2013) showed how the efficacy of teacher scaffolding is
influenced by the nature of the task. For instance, in group
work that requires abstraction and resolving different opinions,
teachers are encouraged to use probing to encourage students
to explain their reasoning while providing support as students
move toward resolution. Overall, these studies highlighted that
teacher scaffolding is influenced by many factors and that the
nature of scaffolding can vary depending on the task and
classroom context.

Teacher’s scaffolding not only influences group processes but
can be shaped by group processes, indicating a bidirectional
relationship. This means that the teacher both influences and
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is influenced by the students she/he is scaffolding. Webb et al.
(2006) found that students largely mirrored teachers’ modeled
discourse and communication patterns. While such research
showed how teacher scaffolding can influence student outcomes,
Chen and Jiang (2004) demonstrated how the opposite can also
play a role, that is, how student group dynamics influenced the
way the teacher provides scaffolding. In their study, Group A
had better group dynamics and coordination, thereby allowing
the teacher to play the role of a ‘follower’ and focus on
providing cognitive structuring. Group B, on the other hand,
lacked effective communication and coordination, so the mentor
had to play the role of an initiator while increasing focus on
social psychological aspects such as sensitivity, encouragement,
and humor, rather than focusing on cognitive elements. This
highlighted the reciprocal influence between teacher scaffolding
and student group processes.

Teacher scaffolding is complex and multifaceted, as teachers
both influence and are influenced by social processes in the
classroom. While many factors may influence the effectiveness
of scaffolding, it has been consistently shown that what is most
critical is the level of conceptual consideration the teacher is
helping the students interact with. This facilitation might take
different forms within different contexts. Based on the literature
above, we define ideal scaffolding as the timely use of teacher
strategies to temporarily support students’ cognitive needs and
social needs in a small group discussion (including probing,
modeling, direction maintenance, supporting autonomy,
frustration control, monitoring group dynamics, etc.) until
students gain sufficient skill to engage in a productive discussion
(Webb, 2009; Belland et al., 2013).

Collaborative Social Reasoning: A
Collaborative, Small-Group Intervention
This case study is situated within a dialogic, social reasoning
intervention called Collaborative Social Reasoning (CSR).
This approach is informed by the substantial literature on
Collaborative Reasoning (Chinn et al., 2001; Reznitskaya et al.,
2009). The fundamental assumption underlying the approach
is that knowledge is socially constructed through meaningful
and authentic interactions (Vygotsky, 1934). The context of
CSR was selected for several reasons: It has been shown to
be effective at improving students’ social reasoning (Lin et al.,
under review); it allows for in-depth analysis of students and
teachers engaging in collaborative, democratic discussions; and it
is based on ambiguous social-moral dilemmas for which there is
no single or simple answer. This enables students and teachers to
engage in reasoned argumentation about social issues in genuine,
democratic ways, thereby providing ample opportunity for
qualitative analysis of the discussions (Lin et al., under review).

Centered specifically on complex social-moral issues, CSR
adopts four theoretical and research-driven design principles
aiming at creating critical dialog with purposeful and meaningful
collaboration (Lin et al., under review): (1) collaborative
argumentation, (2) positive social norms, or baseline expectations
of respectful and productive interaction, (3) teacher facilitation,
and (4) multi-faceted literary texts (Lin et al., under review).

The first, collaborative argumentation (Chinn and Clark, 2013),
focuses on the goal of building understanding with each other
rather than convincing others of a particular viewpoint. Positive
social norms included turn-taking, respect for all ideas and
opinions, sharing of the conversational floor equitably (Engle
et al., 2014), and open participation that enable students to
share ideas freely without worrying about teacher evaluation
(Au and Mason, 1981).

The purpose of teacher facilitation is to ensure that (1)
all students in the group comprehend discussion texts and
questions, (2) discussions do not remain at surface levels (e.g.,
checking facts) but involve higher-level thinking (e.g., critical
thinking, metacognition) and (3) group dynamics are effective at
supporting high-level cognition and collaboration. In addition,
teachers play an important role as a facilitator, who gradually fade
their facilitation as students become more independent thinkers.

The use of multi-faceted text is the final design principle
of CSR. Fictional stories were selected, excerpted, and adapted
in order to facilitate collaborative argumentation with peers
(Walton, 1998); stimulate social perspective taking (Bakhtin,
1981); and help students connect thought and action. To
achieve these ends, storylines were linked to current social or
political issues in the students’ everyday life (e.g., fitting into
a social group at school, experiences of racism). The stories
were designed to provoke students’ knowledge and experiences
about social issues in order to promote collaborative and
equitable discussions.

Research Questions
This study applies a case study approach, in which in-depth
analysis is completed to holistically explore small group processes
as a dynamic social system, to uncover the ways in which
teachers carry out these responsibilities in collaborative small
group discussions, while also relating these practices to student
learning. The present study aims to move beyond the existing
work by examining not only the scaffolding that exists, but
also how teacher scaffolding interacts with the group dynamics
and intellectual collaboration within a discussion-based small-
group intervention.

The present study aims to explore the interactions between
cognitive, social, and scaffolding processes within small group
discussions. This will enable a much fuller understanding of how
teachers serve as holistic facilitators in the discussion, rather
than simply as enhancers of cognition. Our aim is to explore the
following research questions:

• What are the major differences in patterns of social
dynamics and intellectual collaboration throughout the
course of six CSR discussions between a high-performing
(demonstrates high-level, collaborative dialogic, and
productive social dynamics) and a low-performing group
(demonstrates lack of high-level, collaborative dialogic and
productive social dynamics)?

• How are the patterns of social dynamics and intellectual
collaboration related to the teacher’s scaffolding strategies?
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Source of Data
The data were drawn from a larger project in two urban,
Midwestern public schools in the United States. The purpose
of the larger project was to develop a small-group discussion
approach called Collaborative Social Reasoning (CSR), and to
examine its impacts on students’ interpersonal competencies
and social reasoning. Participating teachers engaged in a 2-
day workshop to learn about CSR principles and strategies.
Scaffolding strategies were suggested to the teachers, and they
were encouraged to give students control of the discussion as
much as possible. As a result, teachers were exposed to similar
scaffolding strategies but were allowed to implement them in
different ways and to different extents.

The larger project contained six fifth-grade classrooms in
the treatment condition and six classrooms in two control-
comparison conditions. Four small groups were formed in
each of the six treatment classrooms, totaling 24 small groups
and a total of 144 discussions. The research team transcribed
discussions two, four, and six from all 24 small groups (mean
age = 10.94 years, SD = 0.41). As a result, analyses that
required transcripts were completed based on these weeks’
discussions. However, all videos associated with the study
cases were analyzed in depth to uncover differences in small-
group discussion processes between the cases. All students
were assigned a pseudonym, which are used through the
remainder of the paper. Students and teacher were told about
the purpose of the larger project: to understand how CSR
works and affects students’ learning in an authentic classroom
setting. Pseudonyms were also used to represent student and
teacher identities in conversations and correspondence about the
project. The data were also stored using pseudonyms and/or
student ID numbers.

Case Selection
For the purpose of this comparative case study, we selected
one high-performing and one low-performing group based
on the following procedure and criteria. First, two expert
researchers independently reviewed videos of the final (week 6)
discussion for all 24 small groups and nominated those that were
particularly productive or struggling. Criteria evaluated were
number of perspectives considered, nature of social interactions,
and depth of social-moral reasoning. Groups that considered
many perspectives, had positive social interactions, and showed
great depth in their reasoning were nominated as high achieving.
Groups in which this was most notably absent were nominated as
low performing. There was more than 75% overlap in the groups
noted by the two researchers. Groups that were nominated by
both researchers were presented to the research team via video
clips of the week 6 discussion. The research team was shown
the clips without indication of prior evaluation and asked to rate
the group’s success in the discussion. Of the groups unanimously
agreed to be high- or low-performing, two of the most contrasting
groups came from the same teacher in the same school. These
two small groups were chosen for the study because they were
unanimously agreed to be high- or low-performing and they

allowed us to examine teacher’s roles under the same school and
cultural contexts, reducing extraneous influencing factors.

For the intervention, groups were designed to be
heterogeneous to best represent the classroom composition.
We used pretest data collected from the larger project to identify
shy, aggressive, popular, and rejected students. This information,
along with students’ academic level, race, and gender, were used
to create heterogeneous groups within each classroom. For more
information on these scales and the group creation procedure,
please see Lin et al. (under review) and Nagpal et al. (2020). In
the struggling group, there were two females and four males.
Both females and one male were White and the other three
students were Black. In the high-performing group, there were
three males and four females. Two males were Hispanic and the
other was Black. All the females were White. The teacher was a
White female in her first year of teaching.

To establish that the two groups of students were comparable
at the outset of the intervention, we compared three of the
major pre-test measures drawn from the larger project: (1)
peer acceptance, defined as the extent to which peers like
to work and play with each student, was assessed using a
peer nomination approach in which students rated each of
their classmates according to how much they liked to play or
work with that peer on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 10 (very
much) (Parker and Asher, 1993); (2) social reasoning, defined
as knowledge about the complex social world (Turiel, 1983),
was assessed by an individual essay task, which was coded
based on a coding scheme designed to examine the number
of perspectives students considered in the essay (see Kraatz
et al., 2019 for more details about the coding scheme; inter-rater
reliability α = 0.88); (3) academic achievement, which was based
on students’ 4th grade state standardized language arts scores.
Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare the
groups’ average peer acceptance, social reasoning, and academic
performance. There were no significant differences in pre-test
peer acceptance [M = 4.46, SD = 1.18; t(10) = −1.46, p = 0.18],
social reasoning [M = 0.82, SD = 1.33; t(9) = 0.33, p = 0.58],
or 4th grade standardized test score [M = 693, SD = 28.67;
t(9) = 0.59, p = 0.57]. Over the course of the intervention,
the high-performing group significantly increased their social
reasoning score [Time 1 M = 0.86, SD = 1.57; Time 2 M = 2.71,
SD = 1.25; t(6) = −2.64, p = 0.04], while the low-performing
group did not [Time 1 M = 0.08, SD = 0.96; Time 2 M = 0.50,
SD = 0.58; t(3) = 1, p = 0.39]. The average length of discussions
in both groups was 24 min, indicating similar time spent in the
small groups over the 6 weeks.

CSR Procedure
The CSR intervention occurs over 6 weeks, and students read
and discuss one story related to social exclusion each week.
Each discussion focuses around a “big question,” which features
an ambiguous social moral dilemma. A researcher was present
in each classroom during all CSR discussions to monitor the
fidelity of the implementation. Prior to the intervention, a
norm-setting session lasting about an hour was conducted by a
researcher and the teacher within each classroom to elaborate
expectations for critical, collaborative, and respectful dialog and
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give students a chance to set norms for their own discussions.
Teachers were trained to facilitate and encourage CSR norms
while scaffolding students’ argumentation. However, it was
emphasized that the discussion belonged to the students; they
controlled the ideas, flow, and turn-taking. Furthermore, in order
to promote equity, teachers were encouraged to help students
problematize content by encouraging questioning, challenging,
and other intellectual contributions; share authority by making
students genuine participants in classroom discourse; ensure
accountability to others’ and intellectual norms; and provide
access to needed resources (Cornelius and Herrenkohl, 2004).
Students were encouraged to consider all possible viewpoints
before arriving at their own conclusion, with no need for
group consensus. The discussion then ended with a teacher-led
debriefing session in which students reflected on their individual
and group performance with respect to their goals. The group
then discussed possible goals for their next discussion.

Group Comparison Approaches
Once the groups were selected, the first and second authors
engaged in in-depth analysis of the six discussion videos
for each group. Following Creswell and Poth’s (2018) data
analysis procedure, we first took detailed notes and completed
memoing of the data. Weekly meetings were held in order
to compare notes and consolidate areas of interest. We then
examined the notes, memos, and codes from the twelve total
discussions and compared these to the three major themes
previously identified in the literature. Within each of the
three major categories, we used pattern matching to examine
the ways in which the teacher interacts with both groups of
students and then compared the similarities and differences
in these interactions (Yin, 1994). We found several areas of
difference within the theoretically defined categories: within
social dynamics, we found differences in social equity, which can
further be broken into participatory and relational equity. Idea
building and resulting collaborative arguments differed within
the “intellectual collaboration” umbrella, and major differences
in teacher scaffolding were noted for both social and cognitive
scaffolding moves. The results of the memoing were used
to conduct more detailed literature review to guide our in-
depth analysis. The qualitative and quantitative analyses were
used together in order to triangulate findings and increase
validity (Atkins and Wallace, 2015; Merriam and Tisdell,
2016).

Social Dynamics
Two aspects of social dynamics were observed to differ between
the high- and low-performing groups: relational equity and
participatory equity (Shah and Lewis, 2019). Relational equity
refers to respect for others’ differences, ideas, perspectives, and
actions (Boaler, 2008). One researcher notated all instances in
both groups in which students demonstrated consideration of
others’ learning, ideas, and perspectives. These occurrences could
be explicit statements such as “oh, I never thought of it like
that!” or more subtle, seen through engagement in intellectual
conversation in which students considered the ideas of others
in relation to their own ideas, demonstrating distribution of

power within the group (Cornelius and Herrenkohl, 2004). Each
transcript was examined at the turn-of-talk level–each student
turn of talk was examined and if it included that student showing
relational equity, it was coded as such. One researcher coded all
the transcripts, and another researcher independently reviewed
the entire coding for reliability. There was 90% agreement
between the researchers and any disagreements were discussed
until 100% agreement was reached.

In terms of participatory equity, we examined the extent
to which students accessed, or were unable to access, the
conversational floor (Engle et al., 2014) across the six discussions.
This was completed by coding all interruptions that occurred
within each discussion. Instances in which students uttered
exclamations or other phrases that did not disrupt the flow
of the conversation (interjections) were not counted because
there was not a genuine conflict for the conversational floor.
Examples of interjections include simple agreement (e.g., ‘yeah,’
‘uh-hm’) or other short, non-essential turns (e.g., ‘That’s
weird’). Each interruption was coded during video analysis;
videos were initially coded in order to examine the flow of
the conversation, which is difficult to do from a transcript.
Approximately 25% of all interruption codes were verified by
another researcher for accuracy. There was 100% agreement
between the two researchers.

Each time two or more students entered the conversation
in a way that created a conflict for the floor, an interruption
was coded. This could be one student interrupting another,
two students initiating a turn of talk at the same time, or
students talking over one another. We coded disruptions to the
conversation with the assumption that, unless the conversation
is disrupted, students are able to gain the floor when they
choose to. We did not assume that all students desire to speak
with the same frequency, so we did not consider the number
of turns each student takes as a measure of equity. During
the video analysis, there was no evidence that students wanted
but were unable to gain the floor except where interruptions
occurred (no students showed signs of wanting but being unable
to speak), so this represents a reasonable estimation of equitable
access to the floor. Each interruption was further coded as
amicable or competitive.

Amicable conflicts occurred in two forms. First, two students
may begin speaking simultaneously and one then cedes the floor
to the other. This indicates that the students were aware of peers’
speech and saw value in releasing the floor even though this
meant their own idea would not be heard immediately. Second,
amicable conflicts occurred when one student interrupted
another, realized their interruption, and ceased speaking. This
was often accompanied with a “sorry” or a nod to the person
being interrupted. This shows students’ recognition of their peers’
speech and the equitable norms that require respectful turn-
taking. All other interruptions that did not involve the teacher
were coded as competitive and tended to take the form of
one student interrupting another and both trying to be heard
at the expense of the other. Sometimes, the original speaker
abruptly ended their attempt to share rather than trying to
compete for the floor. Looking at amicable conflicts in addition
to total conflicts enables deeper examination of social dynamics;
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even highly-functioning conversations may have instances of
simultaneous speech or accidental interruptions, especially if
participants are eager to share, so it can be beneficial to separate
these interruptions from those that restrict access to the floor for
quieter group members.

Instances of student inviting or encouraging one another to
share were also coded as participatory equity. This was done
in tandem with the relational equity codes. All codes were
completed by the first author and reviewed by the second.
There was greater than 90% agreement between researchers.
Discrepancies were discussed until 100% agreement was reached.

After coding was completed, videos were again reviewed and
notated with observations and explanations that the codes alone
could not encapsulate. We used explanation building methods to
examine reasons for the findings from the coding. Explanation
building methods are a procedure in which various possible
explanations are considered iteratively to build an explanation
within a case study (Yin, 1994). We completed this procedure to
examine the possible impacts that various teacher behaviors had
on the functioning of the small groups.

Intellectual Collaboration
To examine intellectual collaboration, we first considered how
often students were building upon each other’s ideas, versus
simply sharing without co-construction. In order to examine
this, all student turns of talk were analyzed and those that
questioned another’s idea in a constructive way, built upon an
idea, or provided a different viewpoint or piece of evidence on
an idea were counted. We call this code “idea-building.” Simple
agreement or disagreement, as well as agreement or disagreement
that simply stated an alternate idea without relating that idea
to the previous were not counted because they demonstrated
little intellectual collaboration. This coding was intended to show
how students’ ideas related to one another’s. All codes were
completed by the first researcher and reviewed by the second
author to ensure consistency and validity. Initial agreement was
approximately 90% and any disagreement was discussed until
100% agreement was reached.

Arguments, or claims made about the topics of conversation,
made by individual group members were also analyzed. This was
done by summarizing all arguments into tables by group member.
In order to summarize the trends in the two groups, the number
of ideas professed by each group member was counted. For this
analysis, we did not conduct a quality evaluation of whether the
idea professed was reasonable or made sense; instead, we were
simply looking at how many ideas were put forth by each group
member during the discussion. Then, the tables were examined
to identify trends in reasoning in both groups. For instance, did
students consider multiple possible viewpoints in the discussion
or simply repeat arguments for one or two? Were they able to
support their ideas with evidence? These trends were examined
in depth for discussions two and six to compare the starting and
ending points in the group’s intellectual collaboration. Week 1
was not included because we assumed students needed time to
adjust to the novel discussion format. All points made in the
discussions were summarized by one researcher and the first and
second author analyzed them collaboratively.

Teacher Scaffolding
Teacher’s talk was analyzed through creation of tables which
placed the teacher’s speech in each group side by side for
comparison. Because teacher’s turns of talk were relatively few
in each discussion, we were able to examine all teacher turns
of talk in each group to identify similarities and differences.
This made differences in teacher interactions with each group
apparent and similarities and differences salient. Teacher’s turns
of talk (excluding interjections and acknowledgments) were
categorized by function. Nine different types of teacher cognitive
scaffolding emerged: asking open questions, redirection to the
Big Question, modeling reasoning, playing devil’s advocate,
presenting hypotheticals, prompting individual students to
speak, asking clarifying questions, and providing low-level
support (e.g., vocabulary, giving instructions). All teacher
turns of talk were analyzed collaboratively by the first and
second authors, who discussed the key features and differences
until 100% agreement was reached. The videos were then
revisited in order to examine the ways in which students
reacted to the teacher’s input. We particularly focused on
the ways in which the teacher interacted with student
ideas and how she built upon them or asked students to
build upon her ideas.

To examine the role of the teacher’s social scaffolding within
these small groups, we also coded each instance of the teacher
granting the floor to a particular student (participatory equity)
or engaging in promoting relational equity (promotion of value
for and validity of varied viewpoints). Because the teacher holds
a unique position in which she can prioritize the contributions
of some students over others, participatory inequity was also
coded, which represents instances in which the teacher puts the
contributions of one student or her own ideas above those of
another student. This coding was completed on the transcripts for
discussions two, four, and six. All transcripts were coded by the
first author and an independent researcher coded 33% percent to
ensure reliability. Cronbach’s alphas were 0.85, 0.83, and 0.94 for
relational equity, participatory equity, and participatory inequity,
respectively. Examples of these codes can be found in Table 1.
After coding, videos and transcripts were reviewed in order to
identify the ways in which teacher equity moves function within
the group. Areas of focus were the group peer dynamics and the
interactions and dynamics of how the students shared ideas in
relation to teacher talk.

RESULTS

Social Dynamics
The raw numbers of social dynamics codes are presented in
Table 2. The low-performing group had a discussion with no
positive social dynamics in week 4 and showed general decrease
in all codes from week 2 to week 6. The high performing group,
on the other hand, showed an opposite trend, with increases in
all fields from week 2 to week 4 and again in most fields from
week 4 to week 6. Discussion lengths are provided to give context
to the raw scores. Since all discussions were not equal in length,
it is probable that shorter discussions may have fewer codes.
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TABLE 1 | Teacher equity codes.

Relational equity examples (demonstrate value
for and consideration of others’ perspectives)

Participatory equity examples (increase
equitable access to the conversational floor)

Participatory inequity examples (decrease
equitable access to the conversational floor)

“Oh, that’s a good thought!” Jordan: I change my
answer to yes. Teacher: Okay, I’m just saying that
some can say. I’m not saying that it’s the right
answer. Right? [1] [1] [to Jordan] Why do you
agree?

“What are you thinking over there, Cameron?”
Jordan: I change my answer to yes. Teacher: Okay,
I’m just saying that some can say. I’m not saying
that it’s the right answer. Right? [1] [1] [to Jordan]
Why do you agree?

Teacher: Why do you think that? Peyton: [Be]Cause
emotional harm.// T: Use this is to help you answer
the big question should she forgive her? (Floor
released to Ali) Spencer: My viewpoint is starting//
Teacher: I didn’t mean to cut you off I’m just trying
to get you to think from the other perspective.
Could you ignore that? Because the sixties were a
rough time to be down south. They would kill you,
beat you, that picture of the thing by the fire
hydrant, blowing water at them. Elliot: Yeah it even
said here in page seven that like that one of their
um uncles and stuff said that they’re gonna-if you
go down south they’re going to lynch you which
means that they’re basically going to kill you or
hang you. Spencer: Um// T: Tricky, isn’t it?

TABLE 2 | Counts of student social dynamics codes.

Low group High group

Week 2 4 6 2 4 6

Discussion length (minutes) 29 17 28 21 25 32

Relational equity (count) 3 0 2 3 6 16

Participatory equity (count) 11 0 6 1 4 1

TABLE 3 | Conflicts for the floor.

Low group High group

Week 2 4 6 2 4 6

Discussion length (minutes) 29 17 28 21 25 32

Total conflicts 60 16 15 6 8 6

Proportion of amicable conflicts 0.20 0.31 0 0.83 0.63 0.67

However, Table 2 indicates that length alone does not explain the
differences between groups.

The low-performing group generated more conflicts for the
floor than the high-performing group over time (Table 3).
Additionally, the proportion of amicable conflicts was lower
in the low-performing than the high-performing group. This
indicates that, in addition to fewer overall conflicts in the high-
performing group, they were also able to attend to peer’s speech
and adjust their own accordingly. It may seem that the low-
performing group improved their interactions over time, as the
number of conflicts for the floor peaks early in the intervention.
However, this does not seem to be the case; instead, the conflicts
were reduced as students became less participatory in the
discussion. This was observed during the video analysis. Students
in the low-performing group showed signs of low engagement
including staring into space, increased fidgeting, or even putting
their head on the table. The conversational floor was more open,
but not because students were improving at sharing it.

Further considering these conflicts for the floor, in the low-
performing group conflicts tended not to be directly related to

the content of talk; students were talking over one another in
a competitive way (trying to have their own idea heard) rather
than in a collaborative way (building on one another’s ideas).
As shown in the most conflict-dense segments of each group’s
week 4 discussion in the Appendix, there was a lack of relational
equity in the low-performing group, as students were prioritizing
their own ideas at the expense of their classmates’ and were
not demonstrating respect for the contributions of their peers.
Furthermore, researchers’ memos of video analysis documented
that in the low-performing group there was, at times, clear
animosity between group members, in facial expressions (making
a face when someone talked) or body language (turning away
from a group member to exclude them from the discussion).

The social dynamics in this group were not always negative;
students in this group did encourage one another to speak, ask
one another questions, and intentionally attempt to include those
group members that participated less frequently, as can be seen
in the conflicts for the floor data above. However, these positive
social interactions decreased over time, and individual students
seemed more and more frustrated with the discussion process.

In the high-performing group, the students contributed more
equitably. There were still students who participated more often
than others, but the disparity was less severe, and the teacher
did not seem to feel it necessary to intervene in participation.
In the early discussions, two students served as leaders, showing
imbalance of intellectual authority (Engle et al., 2014). However,
this is not apparent in the later discussions, with the majority of
ideas being addressed to the group as whole and no discernible
differences in intellectual authority. In this group, when conflicts
for the floor occurred, the students seemed aware and apologized
for interruptions or yielded the floor to a peer. There is clear
respect for the input and ideas of others, without apparent
imbalance of power, showing high levels of relational equity.
An example of the respectful exchanges that were the norm in
this group is below. In this excerpt from the high-performing
group’s week 2 discussion, we see an example of an amicable
conflict, in which one student, Cameron, interrupts another,
Spencer. Cameron then realizes the interruption, yields the floor
back to Spencer, and waits until Spencer finished speaking to
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share her own point. This awareness of peer’s access to the floor
seemed to increase collaboration within the group and promote
increasing equity.

Spencer: Oh. But like- they’re two different teams and like
most likely they’ll end up on the field together and
that’s why it happened. I think that- [1] [1] Um,
I think that um, Aki- I think that they could have
prevented it from happening if like- if- I forget the
girl that like she wasn’t going to tell on Shirley for
being racist. [looks in text] Um I think her name is. . .
I forget her name, but um she could have told the
coach instead of making their team look better, she
could have told the coach of what Shirley has been
doing. To make sure it didn’t happen.

Cameron: [1] I. . . go ahead. [1]
Cameron: I think that Aki’s friends could have prevented this

by not to happen because like they knew that Shirley
was running in the baseline and then they would
know that Aki could have gotten her and said like
“watch out” and yeah.

Consistent with the result of participatory equity coding, we
observed from the discussion videos that even though some
students spoke less often than others, they were easily able to gain
the floor when they chose to participate, and their body language
indicated engagement in the conversation. Furthermore, most
conflicts for the floor occurred in the midst of collaboration and
are in the pursuit of idea building. Students in this group did
not show visible signs of frustration with group dynamics and
seemed to consider their collaboration as a source of pride, as seen
by comments in their debriefing sessions. The excerpt below was
taken from a debriefing after week six’s discussion, which shows
that students reported experiencing growth in their own abilities.

Jaymie: We started to argue more.
Spencer: Yeah, how we have our different opinions, and our

different sides of the story.
Harper: We went back in the text and looked for things that

we could use to try to say.
Teacher: Okay, so this question goes along with what we are

talking about. So, remember, at the beginning of this
group, we made class goals for all of us in the class?
Which do you think we’ve improved the most? Like,
you’ve seen the most growth? In which of those goals
up there?

Harper: Arguing more. Everyone participates. We used the
text to support our answers, to support our opinion.

Cameron: And then, we also that we explain our ideas clearly,
and we didn’t mumble what we have to say.

Elliot: We listen to both sides.
Spencer: Yeah, we stayed on task.

Cameron: And we respected each other.
. . . . . . ..

Spencer: I learned to give lots of details, and lots of reasons on
my opinion, and my point of view on the story.

Harper: I learned to respect what everyone had to say
about their opinion.

TABLE 4 | Idea building.

Low group High group

Week 2 4 6 2 4 6

Disc. length (minutes) 29 17 28 21 25 32

Idea building (count) 40 0 8 13 32 37

Idea building per minute 1.38 0 0.29 0.62 1.28 1.16

TABLE 5 | Number of arguments by group member.

Group Student Week 2 Week 6

Low Jordan 23 20

Ryan 14 16

Taylor 2 3

Peyton 30 11

Ali 33 Absent

High Cameron 7 14

Elliot 4 36

Harper 6 28

Jaymie 4 29

Parker 7 20

Spencer 5 Absent

Intellectual Collaboration
In considering the idea building within the two groups, we
observed a decrease over time in the low-performing group and
an increase in the high-performing group. We observed students
in the high-performing group increasing the collaborative nature
of their contributions. The opposite happens in the low group.
This can be seen in Table 4.

The number of arguments generated by each group member
are presented in Table 5. One high group student was
omitted from the table because they were absent in both
week 2 and week 6.

Discourse Data Linking Social Dynamics
and Intellectual Collaboration
In this section, we present qualitative evidence from CSR
discussions demonstrating how the high- and low-performing
groups changed in their social dynamics and intellectual
collaboration over time. In the earlier discussions, students in
the low-performing group held different initial positions to the
Big Question and were able to voice their opinion and explain
why they held it. This can be seen in the following excerpt
from week 2, in which students are expressing reasons for their
differing opinions on whether one character (Aki) should forgive
another character (Shirley). Shirley hurt Aki because Aki is of
Japanese heritage and Shirley’s father was killed by Japanese
soldiers at Pearl Harbor. These students from the low-performing
group discuss the characters’ emotion and its connection to the
experiences of each, their own ideas about right and wrong,
the role of “difference” in social interactions, characters’ rights,
and how these factors were situated within the social-historical
context. We do see an amicable conflict in this excerpt, as we see
Ali yielding the floor to Jordan. However, this did not become
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the norm in this group, as is evident in Table 3’s data on
conflicts for the floor.

Jordan: Shirley probably was just upset that her dad died,
and. . . And she just was out of control, and she just
hit the softball toward Aki.

Ali: I disagree with you, because I think that Shirley
shouldn’t have taken it out on someone else. I know
she was probably upset, but it’s still not right to take
her anger out on someone else.

Ryan: Just because they’re different, doesn’t mean. . . She
wasn’t the cause of what all happened. She didn’t
plan for all of it to happen, and it’s not her fault she
was born Japanese, and just because she’s that type of
person. . . A Japanese person, doesn’t mean that she
really has the right to hurt her.

Peyton: Yeah, yeah, besides, war ended already. So I
understand her dad died, but she needs to. . . I
think. . . He’s passed away. You need to get over it.

Taylor: Maybe she’s just trying to avenge her father.
Peyton: Yeah, I know, but the Japanese and Americans signed

a peace treaty. So why is there a reason that Shirley
hit Aki? Why is there a reason that she hit her? [1]
[1] I know her dad died, but everybody passes away
sometime, and she needs to get over it.

Jordan: [1] I think the reason that- [1]
Ali: I- [to Jordan] You can go.

Jordan: I think that she just was too just frustrated that her
dad died, and she only had her mom, and she just
didn’t plan to hit Aki, but she just was thinking that.
[1] [1] That she was just thinking of her dad, and she
just got out of control, and she hit Aki, and. . .

The high-performing group, on the other hand, started off
with less intellectual collaboration between the group members.
There were frequent pauses and students were not able to
generate ideas as fluently as in the low-performing group, as seen
in the week 2 excerpt below. These students discuss the idea of
blame, characters’ desires and emotions, and story occurrences.
However, the nuance, integration of ideas, and constructive flow
that was present in the previous excerpt is not apparent here.

Parker: Well I think that um, Aki should not forgive Shirley
because it’s not really her fault what happened, and
she basically like blamed her for everything and it’s
not her fault. She didn’t do anything.

Spencer: Well yeah I understand but I kind of disagree with
your answer because um that Shirley like she may
have not well like they’re- what- I forget what grade
they’re in. . .

Cameron: Sixth.
Harper: They’re probably just//

Spencer: So like very young. Well they like- they may not have
known what they were doing and why- so yeah.

Jaymie: I agree with Parker because Shirley keep on like
being mean to Aki.

Cameron: I think that Shir- that Aki shouldn’t forgive Shirley
because like if you like hurt somebody like Shirley

did, then you probably don’t want to forgive them
after they hurt you.

Harper: Umm. . . I think that Aki should forgive Shirley um
because they’re probably just both angry at each other
and they probably just want to um. . . just get all of
their anger out or something.

Spencer: Well Aki isn’t like mad at Shirley she just like- she
really don’t care about it. Because I bet that probably
happened to her like multiple times.

However, over time, we observed less intellectual collaboration
in the low-performing group. The majority of different
perspectives were raised by two students, Jordan and Ryan,
and, as the teacher focused her attention on the other group
members, these ideas were often ignored. This led to little change
in the contributions from Ryan and Jordan over time and less
intellectual collaboration present in the group overall. Ryan and
Jordan’s ideas were not picked up by others, who tended to focus
on their own opinions. This is seen in particular in Jordan and
Peyton’s comments in the following excerpt from week 6. The
story for this week focused on a character (Dovey) whose brother
(Amos) accidentally killed someone (Parnell) in preventing
Parnell from further hurting Dovey, who was unconscious. The
question is regarding whether Dovey should tell what she knows
or allow the blame to be placed on another deceased character in
order to protect her brother. Peyton is discussing the unsavory
nature of Parnell, while Jordan is commenting on the unfairness
in the story. However, these students are not able to connect their
parallel ideas into a coherent overarching conclusion.

Jordan: If you keep it a secret, then the dude that was there
when he has to go to jail for no reason, [1] [1]
when he didn’t do it. And they think that he killed
Parnell,// but he didn’t.

Ryan: [1] Well. . . [1]
Peyton: //Hey Jordan, Hey Jordan. Um. . . well two dogs

couldn’t do it because they wouldn’t be able to lift
something that. . . they wouldn’t be able to lift that?

Jordan: (Get) Parnell. I get that Amos had wanted to
protect// himself.

Peyton: //He wanted- Yeah, he had his reasons. Maybe it was
because Parnell was a big jerk with a big ego. [1] [1]
Or maybe because he was trying to protect his sisters.

Jordan: [1] But like. . . [1]
Jordan: But it doesn’t mean to take the life from [1] someone.

[1] That’s a little (mistaken).
Peyton: [1] I know. [1]

Ryan: But like [1] Parnell [1] was drinking and he was trying
to hurt- well he did hurt Dovie just because her older
sister did not want to marry him.

Peyton: [1] I understand. [1]
Peyton: Beca- Well, here’s what she said, “I wouldn’t want to

marry you, even if you were the last man on earth.”
Jordan: And I get that he hurt those and. . . [1] [1] And when

he took the dog, ‘cause he was mad about that; but
he didn’t need to get his life taken out of his life.
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Would you want- If you’d been a terrible snake like
him, would you want someone to kill you?

The high-performing group, on the other hand, actively
engaged with one another’s ideas and considered their ability
to do so both a source of group focus and pride as shown in
the debriefing comments. Their growth in social dynamics and
intellectual collaboration can also be seen in the following excerpt
from week 6. Students in this excerpt collaboratively weighed the
bad choices made by Parnell and the other characters’ need for
self-defense with the severity of Parnell losing his life.

Elliot: Yeah, I agree with Parker because. . . um like,
sometimes you need somebody to protect you if
you can’t do it.

Harper: And um. . . Like, if I saw a man did this (stuff) to my
sister, I would try to protect my sister. So, uh, yeah.
[nods]

Teacher: But he killed someone.
Jaymie: Um, but he killed someone to stood up for her sister

because her sister showed, um. . . His sister showed
him how to read, and read lips?

Parker: Well, he killed someone to, basically. . . It’s not
because he didn’t. . . It might have been be he also
didn’t LIKE him, but I mean. . . He still tried to attack
um. . .

Jaymie: Dovey.
Parker: Dovey, and that’s basically self-defense for Dovey.
Jaymie: (But)//
Harper: //And Parnell had the dog? And Dovey was just

trying to get them back, and she couldn’t. So, Amos
was probably helping Dovey, and Huck or Tom,
whatever dog he had, because he probably loved both
of them a lot, and he didn’t want to see neither one of
them die, or anything.

Jaymie: I think Parnell kind of deserves it because he was
being mean to Amos and Dovey.

Elliot: I// agree with Jaymie.
Parker: //And he. . . And he like, he basically, like basically,

tried to hurt Dovey, and that was wrong.
Jaymie: Even though that Dovey didn’t do anything.
Harper: But also, I agree with (all of these three). I don’t

think that he should have lost his life. I don’t think
he should have died though.

This group worked together to consider as many ideas as
possible, to challenge each other, and to build on each other’s
ideas. Because of this, the students in the high-performing group
increased their idea building and their contributions over time.
This indicates that students were not only voicing more ideas, but
were able to relate those ideas to one another to build increasingly
complex social arguments. The qualitative evidence also supports
the results of transcript and video coding. While the coding
results showed that the high-performing group engaged in more
equitable social interaction and greater numbers of idea building
over time, the qualitative evidence supports that the social
interactions may have driven the cognitive changes. In the low-
performing group, on the other hand, we see social interactions

apparently driving a decrease in cognitive engagement and
intellectual collaboration. These findings are also evident in the
conflict-dense discussion 4 segments presented in the Appendix.

The Role of Teacher Scaffolding
As mentioned previously, the high-performing group began with
positive social dynamics but lower levels of social reasoning
compared to the low-performing group. The teacher was quick
to notice that the high-performing group needed encouragement
to consider multiple perspectives and engage in higher level
thinking. Thus, she started prompting them to consider
alternative viewpoints, while also modeling perspective taking
and argumentation. In the low-performing group, the teacher
seemed pleased with the advanced social reasoning by a few
students but realized that this group had other students who
were quiet and disengaged. She then began focusing her attention
on these disengaged students by encouraging them to speak
repeatedly. This, however, led her to neglect the students who
participated fully from the beginning. She did not intervene in
turn-taking or other social relations and decreased her cognitive
scaffolding as she focused more on equal turns of talk. Even
when students looked to her for social support, she did not
intervene in the social aspects of the discussion outside of simple
participation. In this way, we see her decreasing the authority she
gives to students in the discussion as she increasingly controls
access to the conversational floor.

The high-performing group members were consistently
cognizant of the norms of having an open discussion,
maintaining mutual respect, and ensuring equitable
participation. Therefore, the teacher seemed to put all her
attention on scaffolding the students’ intellectual collaboration.
She prompted them to provide reasons for their opinions while
encouraging them to make connections to their life and to the
texts. She demonstrated and modeled perspective taking by
explaining the thoughts and feelings of the characters in the story
and what she would have done in their position. She treated
students’ ideas as equal to her own and took little control over
the discussion mechanics, further increasing the already-high
relational equity in this group. On the other hand, in the
low-performing group the teacher decreased relational equity
over the weeks by controlling access to the floor, dominating the
power within the group, and not responding to students’ help-
seeking. Table 6 shows the teacher’s social scaffolding in both
groups. Examples can be seen in the transcript excerpts below,
and Table 7 outlines all instances the teacher’s intervention
in both groups, excepting interjections and demonstrations of
understanding (e.g., “oh, ok”).

TABLE 6 | Counts of social scaffolding codes.

Low group High group

Week 2 4 6 2 4 6

Relational equity 2 2 5 1 1 7

Participatory equity 1 3 2 0 1 1

Participatory inequity 3 2 0 0 2 1
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TABLE 7 | Teacher’s cognitive scaffolding counts.

Low group High group

Week 2 6 2 6

Open questions 3 4 3 8

Redirection to the big
question

3 0 0 1

Modeling reasoning 0 2 3 5

Playing devil’s advocate 0 1 0 5

Presenting
hypotheticals

0 0 0 3

Prompting individuals 1 8 0 1

Clarifying questions 1 3 1 1

Low-level support (i.e.,
vocabulary, giving
instructions)

0 4 0 0

Praise 0 3 1 3

Overall, while the teacher’s initial scaffolding in both groups
of students was quite similar, by the end she served a drastically
different role in each group. In the low-performing group, the
teacher served more and more as an authority, often posing a
question and having each student respond to it directly. She did
not challenge students when ideas did not align with previous
comments or encourage them to take one another’s ideas into
account in their future considerations. This contributed to the
lack of collaboration and relational equity in the low-performing
group, as, at times, the teacher actively discouraged collaboration
by ignoring student comments to ask a different student to
respond to an earlier question she had posed. The following is
an example of this from week 6.

Teacher: ‘Cause protecting your family’s worth lying for?
Jordan: [nods] Mhm [affirmative].

Ryan: Um, yeah.
Teacher: You think it is?

Ryan: I think it is.
Teacher: Do you think it is, Peyton? It’s worth lying to protect

your family? Yes or no, and why?

In the high-performing group, by contrast, the teacher
posed ideas and asked students to consider them without
putting her contribution on a higher level than the students’.
She built questions and ideas from students’ and seemed
genuinely interested in students’ input. In this way, she indirectly
encouraged collaboration and built relational equity in the
high-performing group. An example is seen in the excerpt
from week 6 below.

Elliot: I agree, also, because they already hated Amos
enough, and probably would in jail, they
would hated him more.

All: [pause × 7 s]
Teacher: But now, everyone hates the other guy.

Elliot: Wait, the guy who. . . the guy. . .
Harper: That got killed.

Teacher: Yeah, he’s being blamed.
Elliot: Ohhhh. . .

Teacher: How do you choose whose life is more important?

DISCUSSION

This comparative case study presents how two groups of students
who were seemingly similar in their initial social reasoning,
academic achievement, and peer acceptance engaged in an
intervention called Collaborative Social Reasoning (CSR) and
ended up with contrasting levels of social reasoning at posttest.
We explored the role of social and cognitive processes and the
roles of teacher scaffolding in the dynamic evolution of both
the groups. Despite the fact that the two groups of students
were facilitated by the same teacher, our findings revealed
notable differences between the groups regarding three areas of
discussion process: social dynamics, intellectual collaboration,
and teacher scaffolding. Specifically, the two groups showed
different trajectories of change in relational equity, participatory
equity, and idea building. While these practices decreased in the
low-performing group, they increased in the high-performing
group over time. The ways in which the teacher facilitated the
two groups also demonstrated qualitative differences. The teacher
seemed to heighten the trends naturally occurring in the students’
social dynamics and intellectual collaboration.

Social Dynamics
With regard to participatory equity, overall, we observed fewer
instances of it in the high-performing group than the low-
performing group. In reviewing this group’s discussions, it seems
that this is due to the fact that all students were engaged
and participating, so invitations to speak were less necessary.
When all members of the group elected to share, no one was
left sitting silently, and thus, the conversation flowed smoothly
and naturally. There was little need for explicit invitations for
group members to share, resulting in fewer instances of explicit
participatory equity. In contrast, some students in the low-
performing group voiced their own opinions to appease the
teacher and then returned to silence, without really engaging with
ideas or peers, while some other students rarely participated at
all. These trends frustrated some students who tried to engage
with one another, reducing collaboration over time and leading
to greater teacher control.

In terms of relational equity, in the high-performing group
students showed respect for the ideas of others, even if it
were different from their own. No one seemed to dominate
over others. In contrast, in the low performing group, students
tended to prioritize their own ideas at the expense of their
classmates’ and were not demonstrating respect or value for
differences of opinion. Analysis of their expressions and body
language further revealed animosity. These students not only
generated more conflicts for the floor than the high-performing
group over time, but also failed to attend to peer’s speech
and adjust their own accordingly. Over a period of time, all
of this led to lowered engagement. It was interesting to see
how this group, despite starting off on a relatively good note,
were not able to balance their social dynamics throughout
the intervention. This is in line with Shah and Lewis’s (2019)
analysis of social interactions that it takes a series of such
small incidences which can eventually accumulate over time and
influence group collaboration. In this case, small instances of
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negative interactions such as interruptions added up over time
to worsen the group’s collaboration.

The poor social dynamics of the low-performing group also
increased because the teacher began prioritizing the need for
silent students to participate over engaging with the ideas of
the already-participating students. She began posing a question
and asking students to respond to it, instead of considering and
building on the ideas that were shared. Chen and Jiang (2004)
emphasized the need for teachers to balance multiple dimensions
of a discussion while providing contingent scaffolding. The
teacher in this study did not maintain such a balance in the low-
performing group, probably because of the difficulty in dividing
her attention between scaffolding participation and cognitive
processes. It is possible that she believed equal numbers of
turns of talk was prerequisite for a collaborative discussion and
chose her scaffolding strategies accordingly. Future research is
needed to identify strategies for finding appropriate balance in
cognitive and social scaffolding. In contrast, the high-performing
group was able to manage their own social dynamics effectively,
and therefore the teacher’s focus on cognitive dimension of the
discussion was appropriate to the group’s needs. In the low-
performing group, the teacher’s singular focus on cognitive but
not social processes was detrimental, and this group spiraled
into ineffectiveness over time. These findings thus suggest the
reciprocal influence between teacher scaffolding and student
group processes.

Intellectual Collaboration
Our study suggests that intellectual collaboration, including idea
building and argumentation, is possible only when positive social
dynamics are in place. This is aligned with Vygotsky’s (1934)
theory about the intricate relationships between thoughts and
affect. In order to build ideas upon others’, group members must
be willing to listen to each other’s ideas and to respect different
opinions and values. In the low performing group, some of the
students focused only on voicing their own opinions, without
paying attention to what the others were saying. Some of these
students did not appreciate differences in opinion and thereby,
did not pick up on each other’s ideas. The high-performing group,
on the other hand, actively engaged with one another’s ideas
and considered their ability to do so as a source of group focus
and pride. They were happy and felt rewarded to have such
productive discussions.

The two groups of students’ intellectual collaboration also
seem to be affected by how they interacted with the teacher. In
watching how the teacher interacted with the students during the
discussions, it did seem that high-performing students responded
to the teacher’s scaffolding of their intellectual collaboration in
a way that enhanced the discussion. When the teacher set up
a positive social norm by showing interests in and value for
student ideas, the other students in the group followed the norm.
Because the teacher engaged in the discussion with the students,
her cognitive scaffolding enhanced the opportunities for students
to engage in collaborative idea building. The students in the
high-performing group therefore were able to actively engage
with one another’s ideas and weigh different perspectives by
providing detailed explanations. This is aligned with Vygotsky’s

(1934) theory that learning occurs through social discourse and
collaboration. However, students in the low-performing group
became visibly less engaged, with only a few students voicing
their opinions in the later discussion. They seldom questioned
another’s idea in a constructive way, built upon an idea, or
provided a different viewpoint or evidence to support another’s
idea. In this group, the teacher acted more as an authoritative
figure, choosing students to speak in turn and rarely engaging
herself with student ideas. Both the lack of positive social
dynamics and the loss of the teacher’s cognitive scaffolding
prevented this group from developing the social discourse that
Vygotsky (1934) suggested was so critical for learning. These
trends could be one of the main factors that explain the
difference in both the groups of students’ social reasoning at
posttest. These findings also support previous research that has
shown how engaging with others’ ideas, providing explanations,
considering multiple representations are essential for students’
learning (Warner, 2008; Webb et al., 2014; Ing et al., 2015).

The Roles of Teacher Scaffolding
In a productive collaborative discussion, intellectual
collaboration and social dynamics are interrelated (Anderson
et al., 2001; Engle et al., 2014), and the teacher serves to support
both intellectual collaboration and social dynamics through
cognitive and social scaffolding. Interestingly, what we observed
in this study was the teacher amplifying existing patterns
of relationships between social dynamics and intellectual
collaboration in the two groups. This aligns with the bi-
directional view of teacher scaffolding, meaning that the teacher
both influences and is influenced by the students they are
scaffolding (Chen and Jiang, 2004; Webb et al., 2006). In
responding to each groups’ existing patterns of interaction,
the teacher functioned as a heightening influence on existing
patterns. The high-performing group was able to manage their
own social dynamics effectively which seemed to facilitate
their intellectual collaboration over time. The teacher was
able to further this trend by increasing her use of cognitive
scaffolding strategies, including open questions, playing devil’s
advocate, modeling reasoning, and presenting hypotheticals.
These interactions are illustrated in Figure 2. By putting her
own ideas into the discussion for consideration, the teacher
served to improve argumentation and, indirectly, relational
equity. This seemed to give students increasing motivation to
value and solicit one another’s opinions, which then further
increased positive social dynamics. Even though the teacher’s
instances of explicitly referencing relational equity increased in
the low-performing group over time, the teacher’s scaffolding
does not support these professions; she increases her control
of turn-taking and provides low-level support in this group
instead of increasing her engagement in equitable discourse. As
the focus increasingly became encouraging individuals to talk,
there was less cognitive interaction and therefore, less intellectual
collaboration in the group.

In considering the implications of this study, it is possible
that these findings could inform how collaborative learning is
handled. While these findings are preliminary, if future work also
finds that the success of intellectual collaboration is dependent
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FIGURE 2 | Supported system of small group collaboration.

on social dynamics, more emphasis would need to be placed
on social interaction in preparing and structuring collaborative
learning. Teachers would need to be trained specifically in
how to balance their scaffolding between social support and
cognitive support while still giving students interpretive authority
within the work. This could help ensure that the reciprocal
influence between social dynamics and intellectual collaboration
is beneficial rather than detrimental to the success of the activity.

Limitations and Future Directions
This research illustrates the ways in which social, intellectual,
and instructional factors are inextricably linked in collaborative
classroom settings. Too often, these factors are studied separately,
which does not enable a comprehensive representation of the
complexity of classroom systems. Additionally, these findings
point to social dynamics as the driving factor in the groups we
studied, which may have implications for how teacher training
and collaborative scaffolding take place in the future. These
connections must be explored in more detail and in more
settings in order to determine whether the patterns identified
here are consistent.

Despite the study contributions, there are limitations to this
work. As noted, the small number of groups and singular social
setting decrease the generalizability of our findings, although the
analyses performed in this study are not intended to test any
causal relationships. In addition, transcript coding was mainly
based on three of the 6 weeks’ discussions due to the labor-
intensive process of transcription and coding. The variables that
were coded on these 3 weeks of transcripts show a generally
linear trend due to the number of time points analyzed. It is
possible that the change in these variables is less linear than three
timepoints show. Another limitation of the study was that there
is limited analysis of post-intervention outcomes. It is not known

whether the success of the groups had meaningful implications
outside of the discussions, though we did see changes in social
reasoning in the high-performing group as noted in the group
comparison section. These areas provide fruitful next steps for
future research.

This paper provides an initial look at the social, cognitive,
and teacher factors within a small group collaborative learning
activity as a system, rather than as independent factors, making it
unique in its contribution to the field. We found that these factors
are inherently interconnected when examining the functioning of
the small group, or system, which indicates that work looking at
only one of these areas may not accurately represent the learning
system. Moving forward, more research should undertake a more
holistic research approach so that we can build understanding of
the relationships between well-studied individual factors.

CONCLUSION

This paper provides an important initial step on this journey
and provides evidence that teacher intervention in learning
activities may amplify existing patterns rather than build more
effective systems. If this trend is found in future work, this will
have major implications for teacher training. Finally, this work
supports the existence of a critical link between social dynamics
and intellectual collaboration and indicates that the connection
between the two may be deeper and more intertwined than
previous work has suggested. While it is expected that teachers
influence power dynamics and equity in the classroom, it is
interesting that in this study the teacher heightened the existing
social and cognitive relations in the groups. In the group that
began with positive social dynamics, she heightened equity and
contributed to intellectual collaboration. In the group that began
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with poorer social dynamics, even with slightly better reasoning,
she worsened existing problems by affording less and less power
to students, increasing what began as moderate inequity and
ended as high levels of inequity.

In considering what these findings mean for collaborative
learning more broadly, there is no way to know from these
data whether similar findings would be seen outside of these
small groups. However, there is an interesting question about
interacting factors in collaborative learning that is raised by
this work. If social dynamics are, as we found here, the
driving force behind the success or failure of collaborative
learning, then it is even more critical that students are
taught to interact productively in the classroom and that
positive relationships are supported. Furthermore, if teachers
do indeed serve to amplify existing dynamics in other settings,
then research on how teachers can productively intervene to
overcome negative social dynamics and support collaboration
will be critical.

The consistency in the findings across factors also points both
to the validity of the findings and to the interrelatedness of
the three factors being studied. While separate examples were
provided throughout the findings, a single excerpt represented
evidence of multiple findings in several cases. While the
directionalities of influence do not follow the ideal hypothesized
pathways, the connectedness and relatedness of the factors was as
complex as our initial figure predicted. This is further evidence
for the need to avoid research that looks at classroom factors in
a vacuum and move to work that considers cognitive and social
systems more holistically.
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APPENDIX

TABLE A1 | Discussion four’s most conflict-dense excerpts by group.

Low-performing group High-performing group

Peyton Hold on. I would drive it all over the neighborhood and show
’em, but I wouldn’t drive it toward the South and show that
tailgate thing.

Harper I agree with Elliot, because like when the cop pulled him over and put him in the
handcuffs and stuff because it just would be unusual for a black man at that
point of time to be driving a gold Cadillac, a Cadillac though. That is all gold and
that just to be driving a Cadillac. [1] [1] And then he’s a black man.

Jordan I wouldn’t really. . .// Jaimie [1] I’m not. . . [1]

Teacher //Why? Why not South? Spencer I’m not sure if they had license plates back then? I don’t know. But if they did,
they could have read his license plate and said it was from Ohio and since he
lived, and since the family lived in Toledo, they would probably know that “Oh
that’s a city that doesn’t do segregation so we could we could just let him go
because he probably did just buy the car he didn’t steal it.”

Jordan I. . .// Elliot I disagree with Jaimie because what if the cop thought differently and didn’t
give the father a chance to talk?

Peyton //Well, because it’s dangerous! Spencer Well they can’t. . . well yeah. True.

Jordan I would actually just, if I had a Lamborghini, I wouldn’t go out
there just bragging that I had a Lamborghini. I would just use it
to get to somewhere because not everyone has the same thing
as we do.

Harper Um I agree with Elliot because like if the white man was racist he probably just
would have put the black man in jail anyway. Probably because he didn’t like
black people.

Ryan And the family, they could have went during nighttime, where
people weren’t really out- or their family could’ve just came to
them instead of them having to go to the family.

Cameron I switch my decision to say that they should be able to take it down because of
what Jaimie said before that it was after the rights were making. . . that after the
rights were made and the now they can’t do slavery and that they could take
the car wherever they wanted if they paid good money for it.

Teacher That’s a good point. So you’re saying the family could have
drove to them instead of them risking them going dangerous
down South. Is that a lot to ask of the family?

Jaimie And. . .//

Jordan No. Elliot //I disagree with Cameron because what if the cop don’t know that you bought
and they probably thought that you stole it?

Peyton No. Spencer Well normally when you buy a car- well normally when you buy a car you like
there’s things in the car [1] that states that it’s [1] yours. Yeah a title that states
that you have. . . that it’s your car so they couldn’t just like, like think that he stole
the car. They have to actually find evidence why they think they stole the car.

Ryan No because they chose to live there. Harper [1] Title. [1]

Jordan Yeah. Harper What if. . .// [to Jaymie] Go ahead.

Teacher It was their choice. Yeah, because didn’t the dad used to live
there? And then they moved up to Ohio before?

Jaymie //I. . . Alright. I changed my mind because if they knew that they couldn’t drive
expensive cars, like, they will get in more problems.

Peyton Well, the car. If the car was a pet and it drove all the way to the
South with me in it, I would say, Bad car, bad!// And. . .

Spencer But he wants to show off like what he’s doing and wants to show what he’s
been doing working and so I think that’s a good idea to show them that he’s
proud of what he does and. . .//

Jordan //The mom also got angry about something. Harper //Um I disagree because like that’s like a reason why I wouldn’t drive that down
south because like when you try to show things off, people mostly want it and
they’ll try to take it. That’s why I don’t show things off. Because if you want to
show a car off and you park that car, somebody wanna come up and try to
steal it if you’re showing it off.

Teacher Why do you think she got so angry? Teacher Do you have personal experience with that?// Or just seen people do that?

Jordan Because they were going to drive up South? Harper //Um.. yes. Like I said I was showing my stuff off before and my friend stole it
and I wasn’t going to do that after that.

Ryan They were gonna buy a home with the money and save up to
have a better neighborhood to live in. [1] [1] Less chances of
being robbed or killed or. . .

Cameron Oh what did he steal?

Jordan [1] So that they wouldn’t. . . [1] Harper He stole my toys. [All laugh] He stole my toy out of my toy bin.

Jordan Or uh. . . arrested at the same time. Teacher I’m so sorry to hear that, bud.

Ryan Maybe a bit safer. Spencer Um well I think that if he’s like showing- if he’s like telling. . . Well he’s-if he’s
showing them that he has the gold Cadillac I think it’s a good idea because he’s
showing them that just not, it doesn’t mean if you’re colored you can’t get the
respect that you want. Well if you’re white you don’t always have- if you’re white
you don’t have to always put people down because of their color and he’s like
probably telling them like “I have respect for other people and I’m going to
show- and I want people to have respect for me.”s
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It is unclear to what extent teachers can accurately assess the social inclusion of their

students with and without SEN. The study aims to shed light on these desiderata.

Students (N = 1.644) with SEN (learning, behavior, and language problems) and without

SEN and their teachers (N = 79) participated in the study. Sociometric peer nominations,

students’ self-perceived social inclusion, and teachers’ assessments regarding students’

social inclusion and self-perceived social inclusion were administered. The results

suggest that teachers are moderately accurate in identifying social acceptance and social

rejection, while accuracy is low when assessing students’ self-perceived social inclusion.

That said, rating accuracy varied strongly between teachers, ranging from no agreement

to a perfect concordance. Teachers seem to be more accurate in estimating the social

acceptance of students with learning problems. The results emphasize the importance of

differentiating between various social inclusion criteria (i.e., students’ self-report vs. peer

nominations) and accounting for inter-individual differences in teachers’ rating accuracy.

Keywords: judgement accuracy, social inclusion, special educational needs, teacher, inclusive education,

sociometry

INTRODUCTION

Being part of a social community is a basic psychological need (Deci and Ryan, 1985). A positive
social status and sense of social inclusion are also important conditions for a positive cognitive and
social-emotional development of children and adolescents (Male, 2007; Rubin et al., 2015; Siegler
et al., 2016). Besides this, numerous studies have shown that children with special educational
needs (SEN) in inclusive classes are at higher risk of being excluded (Lindsay, 2007; Ruijs and
Peetsma, 2009; Avramidis, 2012; Krull et al., 2014, 2018) and have fewer friendships compared
to peers without SEN (Henke et al., 2017; Hoffmann et al., 2020). This puts students with SEN in
jeopardy of a negative cognitive, emotional, and social development and poses a threat to the goals
of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which claims that all people
with disabilities should receive the support required to facilitate their effective education within an
inclusive school setting (article 24, 3, The United Nations, 2006).
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Various studies have shown that teachers influence the
processes of social interaction and social judgement taking place
within their classes (Huber et al., 2018; Wullschleger et al.,
2020). They exert influence through one-to-one interactions with
students and through classroom management by implementing
social learning settings and seating arrangements (Gest and
Rodkin, 2011). Research indicates that in classes where teachers
provide a high level of emotional support (Gest and Rodkin,
2011; Hendrickx et al., 2016) and actively shape peer interactions
(Gest and Rodkin, 2011), student friendships develop more
frequently and positively.

The present paper does not try to answer which intervention
and educational practices by teachers are most effective in
mitigating social exclusion processes (for that, see Garrote et al.,
2017; Huber, 2019). Instead, we address a necessary prerequisite
for an effective intervention in social inclusion and exclusion: A
valid estimation of the status of social exclusion and inclusion
in a classroom and detailed knowledge about who is excluded.
More precisely, we want to address the question of how well-
teachers are able to estimate the status of their students’ social
inclusion and exclusion. Our main assumption here is that,
prior to providing adequate support for the social inclusion of
students, it is essential that teachers are familiar with the social
structure within their class. We base this assumption on research
showing that teachers’ knowledge about students’ proficiency
in a specific subject is an essential prerequisite for effectively
planning and implementing lessons and for supporting students
individually (Südkamp and Praetorius, 2017). The ability to
accurately assess a student’s competence level has been termed
diagnostic competences (Schrader, 2007; Artelt and Gräsel, 2009).
Transferred to the topic of social inclusion, this would essentially
be the ability to (a) perceive a valid and reliable picture of the
social interactions among students within the classroom and (b)
draw differentiated and accurate judgements about the specific
characteristic of this social structure and the social inclusion of
individual students.

What We Already Know About Teachers’

Accuracy in Estimating the Social Inclusion

of SEN Students
The research on teachers’ accuracy (or diagnostic competence) in
estimating the social inclusion of their students is fragmented and
limited (Meyer and Ostrosky, 2018). Moreover, the terminology
used to describe students’ social situations is inconsistent (see
Koster et al., 2009). In the following section, we try to follow the
terminologies used in the respective studies. Therefore, we will
speak of social participation, social inclusion, social exclusion,
bullying, number of friendships, etc. We are aware that these
concepts are not interchangeable but, due to the scarce number of
studies, our goal is to review all the relevant literature. We focus
on the extent to which accuracy depends on (1) the criteria of
social inclusion, (2) students’ SEN, and (3) contextual factors.

Criteria of Social Inclusion
We only found one study comparing teachers’ rating accuracy on
two different inclusion criteria. A study by Falkmer et al. (2012)
suggests that teachers are better in estimating social participation

than they are in estimating forms of social exclusion. They found
that teachers were able to adequately estimate the self-perceived
social participation of students with autism spectrum conditions,
but there was little agreement when it came to students’ self-
perception of being bullied.

Students’ SEN
Some studies show that teachers’ ratings are less accurate for
students with emotional and behavioral problems. A study by
Wienke Totura et al. (2009) demonstrated that when students
showed a higher level of moodiness, it was much harder for
the teachers to tell whether or not the students were victims of
bullying. Another study by Liau et al. (2004) found that teachers
rated interpersonal violence in children less accurately when the
children showed generally high levels of aggression. Similarly, a
study comparing the ability of kindergarten teachers to identify
friendships in children with and without disabilities (Meyer
and Ostrosky, 2018) showed that the teachers performed less
accurately for students with disabilities than for students without
disabilities. Another finding also documents a lower rating
accuracy of teachers in identifying peer relations of students with
SEN (Shilshtein andMargalit, 2019): The correlation of children’s
self-reports and teachers’ estimations of peer acceptance was
lower in the group of students with learning disabilities than
for those without SEN. In contrast, Pearl et al. (2007) found
a higher rating accuracy for students with emotional and
behavioral problems: Boys whose social network participation
was estimated correctly showed a higher level of externalizing
behavior (aggressive and troublemaking behavior) than boys who
were estimated incorrectly. For girls, rating accuracy was higher
when they had a higher level of internalizing behavior (social
withdrawal and depression).

The studies reported up to this point examined teachers’
accuracy by contrasting their ratings for students with and
without SEN. Studies conducted in inclusive classrooms where
teachers only estimated social interactions for students with SEN
concluded that teachers are overly positive about the frequency
of peer relations and tend to overestimate the social inclusion
of students and the number of their friendships (Monchy
et al., 2004; Koster et al., 2007; Pijl et al., 2008). A study
by Monchy et al. (2004) showed that while teachers generally
accurately estimated the number of friendships of students with
SEN, they misinterpreted their sociometric status, (e.g., they
frequently miscategorized students who were actually rejected
by their peers as sociometrically average). These results have
been replicated for preschool children with various disabilities
(including developmental delays, autism spectrum disorders, and
language impairments) in a study by Ferreira et al. (2017).
Schwab et al. (2019) report concurrent results for hearing-
impaired students: Although students with hearing impairments
felt less socially integrated and less accepted by their peers, their
teachers evaluated their social situation more positively.

Contextual Factors
We only found scattered studies addressing how contextual
factors moderate teachers’ rating accuracy of their students’ social
inclusion. It should be noted that the studies described below
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do not focus on students with SEN. Gest (2006) as well as Neal
et al. (2011) indicated a positive relationship between students’
academic year and the teacher’s accuracy in estimating their social
inclusion. In contrast, Harks andHannover (2017) reportedmore
accurate teacher ratings for the lower grades. Studies on the
influence of class size showed that teachers’ rating accuracy of
social inclusion was lower for large classes (Ahn et al., 2013;
Harks and Hannover, 2017; Marucci et al., 2018). Furthermore,
the amount of time teachers spent with their students also had a
positive influence on their accuracy (Harks and Hannover, 2017;
Marucci et al., 2018).

Individual Differences in Teachers’ Rating

Accuracy
In our literature review, we also wanted to look into individual
differences in teachers’ ability to accurately judge the social
inclusion of their students. We did not find a study addressing
this aspect in the context of social inclusion. Some studies from
related areas suggested a large variability in teachers’ rating
accuracy. In a literature review on teachers’ accuracy in rating
academic performance, Hoge and Coladarci (1989) reported
considerable differences between teachers. A more recent study
by (Gabriele et al., 2016) also found rating accuracies for
mathematical performance ranging between low and high (hit-
rate scores between 0.33 and 0.93). Similar results were found
for teachers’ accuracy in rating students’ motivation (Praetorius
et al., 2017) and students’ goal setting (Dicke et al., 2012).

What Remains Unclear
It remains unclear to what extent teachers can accurately estimate
the social inclusion and exclusion of students with and without
SEN. Studies on this topic are rare. On top of that, many studies
do not include a group of students without SEN, so little can be
said about whether teachers are more sensitive to peer relations
of students with SEN compared to those of students without SEN.
In addition, the above-summarized studies do not systematically
differentiate between various types of SEN (e.g., emotional-
behavioral disorders, learning problems, language development
problems). These studies either include one specific kind of SEN,
or all students with SEN are put into one category. Hence, the
question remains unanswered as to whether teachers are better
able to identify peer relations of children with specific types
of SEN.

Furthermore, it is unclear whether teachers rate the social
inclusion of SEN students overly positively compared to students
without SEN. Most studies suggesting such a connection only
include students with SEN but not both groups (SEN and non-
SEN students).

Previous research has inconsistently operationalized social
participation including sociometric approaches asking about the
most liked and disliked peers as well as questionnaire-based
self-reports on social participation. It is unclear to what extend
these measurement differences could explain varying results
and inconsistencies between studies (Kulawiak et al., 2020).
Similarly, although students’ gender and academic year seem to
be related to teachers’ rating accuracy, these factors have not been
systematically included in previous studies.

Finally, we can assume that teachers differ with respect
to the accuracy of social-inclusion ratings. This intergroup
variability has not been addressed, but insight on this is
a prerequisite for future research into what improves and
deteriorates rating accuracy.

Research Questions
The present study is exploratory and tries to shed light on
the above-described desiderata. Our research questions are
the following:

Q1: To what extent are teachers accurate in estimating their
students’ social inclusion?

Q2: To what extent do teachers vary in their rating accuracy?
Q3: Are the results for rating accuracy consistent across

different social inclusion criteria (i.e., the degree to which
students are accepted or rejected by their peers and their self-
perceived social inclusion)?

Q4: Is teachers’ rating accuracy higher or lower for students
with SEN (i.e., learning problems, behavioral problems, and
language problems) compared to students without SEN?

We think that previous research results have not been
consistent enough, nor can we draw clear predictions from
theoretical models to state explicit hypotheses at this juncture.
Finally, it is important to take into account students’ academic
year and gender as contextual factors.

METHODS

Materials and Measures
Special Educational Needs (SEN)
To identify children with and without SEN, we asked classroom
teachers to indicate for each student of their class the area
in which they were diagnosed with a SEN. In total, they
could choose between the following seven categories of support:
Learning, emotional and behavioral development, language,
intellectual development, physical and motor development,
hearing and communication, and vision (multiple choices were
possible). In addition, the teachers were asked to indicate
in which categories each child required increased support
(regardless of whether a SEN had been diagnosed). This two-step
approach was necessary because, due to an inclusive educational
approach, administrative ascriptive diagnostic procedures have
been avoided or suspended in the German primary education
system. The responses on diagnosed and additional SEN were
condensed into one variable for each SEN category indicating
whether a diagnosed or additional SEN was prevalent in that
category. Then, five new categories were calculated: Students
without SEN, students with SEN in learning but in no other
category (learning problems), students with SEN in emotional
and behavioral development but in no other category (behavior
problems), students with SEN in language but in no other
category (language problems), and students with multiple SEN
or SEN in a category other than learning, behavior, or language
(miscellaneous SEN).
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Students’ Social Acceptance and Rejection by Their

Classmates
To evaluate social acceptance and rejection by classmates, a
sociometric nomination questionnaire (Moreno, 1996; Cillessen,
1999; Bukowski and Cillessen, 2012) was used. All students were
asked to write down the names of the classmates whom they
liked the most (social acceptance) and whom they liked the least
(social rejection). The number of nominations was unlimited.
The children were not allowed to nominate themselves, and
answers such as “all girls” or “all boys” were not valid. Students’
social acceptance and rejection were calculated by the votes they
received on the respective questions (indegrees).

Students’ Self-Perceived Social Inclusion
To assess self-perceived social inclusion, a shortened version of
the subscale “social inclusion” (6 items instead of 11) from
the FEESS questionnaire (German acronym for “questionnaire
for assessment of emotional and social school experiences”)
(Rauer and Schuck, 2003) was administered (example items:
“My classmates are nice to me” and “I get along well with my
classmates”). Participants in the first and second grades had to
assess whether or not they agreed with the statements. Third and
fourth graders had to indicate the extent to which the statements
applied to them on a four-point Likert scale (“strongly disagree,”
“disagree,” “agree,” “strongly agree”). To create a coherent dataset,
each response on a four-point scale was aggregated to a two-point
scale (“agree” and “disagree”). The internal consistency of the
social inclusion subscale based on the data of the present study
was Cronbach’s α = 0.66.

Teachers’ Assessment of Student’s Social Inclusion
The class teachers were asked to assess the social inclusion of
each student with three questions corresponding to the three
student measures.

For students’ social acceptance, they were given the question
“In a sociometric questionnaire, your students will be asked which
classmates they particularly like. How often do you think this
student is selected by the other children in the class?.” They could
give their answers on a five-point Likert scale (“never,” “seldom,”
“sometimes,” “often,” and “very often”). We will address this
variable as teacher rating social acceptance.

For students’ social rejection, the question was “Furthermore,
the students will be asked which classmates they do not like. How
often do you think this student is selected by the other children
in the class?.” The same Likert scale was provided (“never,”
“seldom,” “sometimes,” “often,” and “very often”). We will name
this variable teacher rating social rejection.

For students’ self-perceived social inclusion, the question was
“The students will also be asked how much they feel socially
integrated into their class. How much do you think your student
feels socially integrated in his/her class?.” Responses could be given
on a five-point Likert scale (“not at all,” “a little,” “moderately,”
“mostly,” and “completely”). We will address this variable as
teacher rating self-perceived social inclusion.

TABLE 1 | Sample description by grade.

grade Students n Girls % Age M(SD) SEN %

1 357 50.14 6.97 (0.37) 16.8

2 440 50.00 8.09 (0.53) 23.9

3 442 47.06 9.10 (0.52) 21.0

4 405 49.88 10.04 (0.52) 18.0

Total 1,644 49.21 8.60 (1.21) 20.13

TABLE 2 | Distribution of SEN.

SEN n % of all students % of students with SEN

Learning 140 8.52 33.49

Behavior 144 8.76 34.45

Language 103 6.27 24.64

Physical 14 0.85 3.35

Intellectual 3 0.18 0.72

Hearing 10 0.61 2.39

Vision 4 0.24 0.96

A student could belong to more than one category.

Participants
The present study is part of a German 4-year research project
(see Hennemann et al., 2018; Urton et al., 2018). Data were
collected in nine inclusive primary schools in an urban district
in the federal state of North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany, in
2018. The original sample included 2,020 students and their 86
class teachers. In order to create a coherent sample, teachers
and their students were excluded from the sample when < 10
valid ratings were available in that class. A rating was considered
as valid when the teacher rated a student’s social inclusion,
and corresponding data for that student (social acceptance and
rejection or self-perceived social inclusion) were available. This
procedure resulted in a sample of 79 teachers (median age
category: 41–50 years, 92% female, median time working as a
teacher category: 4–10 years) with 1,644 students. The students
were between 6 and 12 years old and attended grades one
to four. The number of students (Min = 357; Max = 442)
and the gender ratio (Min = 47.1 %; Max = 50.1 %) were
approximately evenly distributed across the grades (Table 1). The
percentage of children with a specific type of SEN is depicted in
Table 2 (one student could belong to more than one category).
Behavior (8.76%), learning (8.52%), and language (6.27%) were
most frequent, while intellectual (0.18%) and vision (0.24%)
were the least frequent types of SEN. This distribution is in line
with the federal states’ policy of primarily including students
who are struggling with learning, behavior, or language into
mainstream schools.

Procedure
Data collection took place from February to April 2018 (from
the beginning until the middle of the second school semester).
Graduate and undergraduate students working in dyads collected
the sociometric data as well as the FEESS data. A standardized
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TABLE 3 | Absolute numbers and percentage of aggregated SEN categories.

SEN category n %

Without SEN 1,313 79.87

Learning problems 91 5.54

Behavior problems 100 6.08

Language problems 74 4.50

Miscellaneous SENa 66 4.01

aAll students with SEN not included in the other categories (learning, behavior, or
language problems).

data collection script was provided and students were trained in
data collection. All children from the second to fourth grades
filled out both questionnaires within 45min in the classroom
unless (in the teachers’ opinion) they needed special support
in answering the questions. Most of the first graders were
interviewed in a one-on-one interview (20min) in a separate
room, due to their insufficient reading and writing skills. At the
same time as interviewing the children, the responsible classroom
teachers filled out a 10-min questionnaire for each student in
the class.

The study was approved by the education authority of
the district (approval criteria: compliance with data protection
regulations and educational relevance of research) and all
participating children had a declaration of consent from their
parents or legal guardians. Additional ethics approval was
not required in accordance with the national legislation and
institutional requirements.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
After ascribing a SEN category to each student as described in
the materials and measures section, around 20% of the students
belonged to a SEN category (Table 3). Behavioral problems
(6.1%) and learning problems (5.5%) had about the same
prevalence, followed by language problems (4.5%). Four percent
of all students belonged to the miscellaneous category, which
comprises all students with a combination of several SEN or
students with physical, intellectual, hearing, or vision problems.

Teachers’ Rating Accuracy (Research

Questions Q1/Q3)
In the first step, we calculated a correlation between teacher
ratings and students’ attributes for all three criteria of social
inclusion, disregarding the nested data structure (see Table 4).
For social acceptance, the correlation was medium-sized (r =

0.38, p < 0.001) and tended to be large for social rejection (r =
0.47, p< 0.001). For self-perceived social inclusion, the correlation
was small to medium (r = 0.29, p < 0.001).

For a more detailed insight into the rating accuracy, we
plotted the distribution of students’ attributes against each level
of teachers’ ratings (ranging from 0 to 4; see Figure 1). For social
acceptance and social rejection, we rescaled students’ indegrees to
a percentage value (i.e., percentage of peers in the class), where

100% indicated that a student was chosen (social acceptance) or
rejected (social rejection) by all peers in that class.

Social Acceptance
Students receiving the highest rating (4: “very often”) had
a median of 47% peer ratings, whereas students receiving
the lowest rating (0: “never”) had a median of 12%. The
distribution spreads considerably: social acceptance values of
students rated 0 actually ranged between 0 and 50% and students
rated 4 ranged between 7 and 90%. The overlaps between
the five distributions were strong, indicating a low degree of
differentiation between teachers’ rating levels. The medians were
close to the regression line (except for teacher rating level
0, which is a bit below), indicating a linear relation between
teachers’ ratings and students’ indegrees (Figure 1A).

Social Rejection
The picture is quite similar here: Students receiving the highest
rating (4) had a median of 60% peer ratings, whereas students
receiving the lowest rating (0) had a median of 13%. Again, the
distributions spread considerably (for teacher rating 0, between
0 and 72% and for teacher rating 4, between 26 and 93%). The
regression line indicates a linear relation from categories 0 to 3,
but for category 4 the values are above the line. This indicates
that a much higher increase in social rejection is necessary to
get from categories 3 to 4 than compared to the transition from
categories 0 to 1, 1 to 2, and 2 to 3. That is, only students with a
proportionally high amount of social rejection were rated as “very
often” socially rejected (Figure 1B).

Self-Perceived Social Inclusion
When teachers rated the lowest category (0: “not at all”), the self-
perceived social inclusion values ranged from Z = −3.2 to Z =

0.2 with a median of Z = −1.9. When they rated the highest
category (4: “completely”), values ranged between Z = −3.2
and Z = 0.8 with a median of Z = 0.8. That is, many students
with below-average self-perceived social inclusion were rated by
the teacher as having a positive or very positive self-perception,
resulting in a ceiling effect for the highest category. The median
of category 0 was much lower than estimated by the regression
line and for category 4 the median was above the regression line,
indicating a non-linear relation. This indicates that only students
with proportionally very low self-perceived social inclusion were
ranked by their teachers into the lowest category (Figure 1C).

Differences Between Teachers in Rating

Accuracy (Research Questions Q2/Q3)
We calculated correlation coefficients for all three social inclusion
criteria for each teacher (the correlation of a teacher’s ratings
of social inclusion with the scores derived from students’
measures). Table 5 shows statistical indices for these correlations
(correlations were not Fisher-Z transformed): The mean values
were close to the values reported above (this time they were
weighted for teachers), with medium to large correlations for
social acceptance (r = 0.53, p < 0.001) and social rejection (r
= 0.55, p < 0.001). The mean values for self-perceived social
inclusion, again, were small to medium-sized (r = 0.29, p <
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TABLE 4 | Descriptives and correlation matrix.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 Social acceptance 6.48 3.58 –

2 Social rejection 4.50 3.74 −0.27*** –

3 Self-perceived social inclusion 0.79 0.25 0.30*** −0.25*** –

4 Teacher rating social acceptance 2.19 0.99 0.38*** −0.37*** 0.28*** –

5 Teacher rating social rejection 1.07 1.03 −0.31*** 0.47*** −0.28*** −0.49*** –

6 Teacher rating self-perceived social inclusion 2.87 0.88 0.31*** −0.26*** 0.29*** 0.60*** −0.50*** –

7 Age 8.60 1.21 0.16*** 0.11*** 0.15*** −0.01 0.07** −0.06* –

8 Grade 2.54 1.08 0.23*** 0.10*** 0.18*** 0.03 0.05 −0.03 0.91***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 1 | (A–C) Concordance between teachers’ ratings (from 0 to 4) and students’ attributes (in percentage of indegrees received from participating class peers

for the sociometric measures and Z-values for the self-perceived social-inclusion). The horizontal lines within the boxplots indicate the median, the lower and upper

hinges correspond to the first and third quantiles, the whiskers extend to the largest and lowest values, but not further than 1.5 times the interquartile range (difference

between third and first quantiles) from the respective hinge. All values outside the whiskers are depicted as dots and considered to be outliers. The diagonal lines

depict regression lines with a gray area indicating the standard errors.

0.001), indicating a weak concordance here. The variability was
very high for all three criteria (minima between r = −1.0,
p < 0.001, and r = −0.02, p = 0.95 and maxima between

r = 0.86, p < 0.001, and r = 0.92, p < 0.001), indicating
considerable differences between teachers. The exact distribution
of correlations is depicted in Figure 2.
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TABLE 5 | Variability of correlations between students’ sociometric status and teacher ratings.

Statistic n M SD Min Max Range Median Mad

Number of students rated by teacher 79 20.81 4.74 10.00 29.00 19.00 21.00 5.93

Correlation: Social acceptance and teacher rating 72 0.53 0.18 −0.02 0.86 0.87 0.55 0.17

Correlation: Social rejection and teacher rating 72 0.55 0.22 −0.65 0.87 1.51 0.56 0.16

Correlation: Self-perceived social inclusion and teacher rating 75 0.29 0.32 −1.0 0.92 1.92 0.31 0.35

FIGURE 2 | Distribution of correlations between teacher ratings and students’ attributes for three criteria of social inclusion. For an explanation of the boxplots,

see Figure 1.

Rating Accuracy and SEN (Research

Questions Q4/Q3)
To estimate the influence of SEN on rating accuracy, we
set up three multilevel regression models. Model 1 predicted
students’ social acceptance values, model 2 the social rejection
values, and model 3 students’ self-perceived social inclusion
values (see Table 6). Controlling predictor variables were the
class grade, gender, and class size (the number of students per
class who answered the sociometric questions). The four SEN
categories were included as dummy predictors (without SEN
as the reference category). For each model, the corresponding
teacher rating was included: Teacher rating social acceptance for
model 1, teacher rating social rejection for model 2, and teacher
rating self-perceived social inclusion for model 3. Furthermore, the
interactions of each SEN category, gender, class grade, and class
size with the respective teacher rating variable was included.

All predictor and criteria variables were standardized except
for the categorical gender variable, which was Helmert contrasted
(−1 for female and 1 for male), and the SEN categories, which
were dummy-coded. Students were nested in classes. Therefore,
the class identifier was included as a random factor. The analyses

were conducted with the R Package lmer (Bates et al., 2015; R
Core Team, 2020).

Social Acceptance
First, we start with the general effects on social acceptance and
then continue with the results for the accuracy of the teacher
ratings. Class grade was a positive predictor of students’ social
acceptance (B = 0.19, p < 0.001), while we found no significant
gender differences. With regard to class size, students received
significantly more sociometric nominations in larger classes (B=

0.68, p < 0.001). Students with learning problems (B = −0.20, p
= 0.030) and students with behavioral problems (B = −0.25, p
= 0.006) were significantly less socially accepted. The regression
weights for language problems and miscellaneous SEN were not
significant. Teacher ratings of social acceptance were significantly
correlated with students’ actual social acceptance (B = 0.36, p
< 0.001). Class grade and gender did not significantly moderate
this correlation, but teacher ratings were more accurate with
increasing class size (B = 0.12, p < 0.001). With respect to SEN,
ratings were more accurate for students with learning problems
(B = 0.18, p = 0.039) and for students with miscellaneous
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TABLE 6 | Regression models for three social inclusion criteria.

Model 1: Social acceptance Model 2: Social rejection Model 3: Self-perceived social inclusion

Predictors B p B p B p

(Intercept) −0.05 0.247 −0.15 0.001 0.00 0.923

Class grade 0.19 < 0.001 0.04 0.223 0.20 < 0.001

Gender −0.01 0.475 0.12 < 0.001 0.03 0.254

Class size 0.68 < 0.001 0.47 < 0.001

Learning problems −0.20 0.030 0.32 < 0.001 −0.33 0.007

Behavior problems −0.25 0.006 0.39 < 0.001 −0.05 0.658

Language problems −0.15 0.125 0.07 0.451 0.14 0.240

Misca SEN −0.03 0.798 0.29 0.012 −0.27 0.060

TRb social acceptance 0.36 < 0.001

TR social acceptance x learning

problems

0.18 0.039

TR social acceptance x behavior

problems

0.02 0.810

TR social acceptance x language

problems

0.09 0.275

TR social acceptance x Misc SEN 0.31 0.001

TR social acceptance x class grade 0.03 0.098

TR social acceptance x gender 0.01 0.579

TR social acceptance x class size 0.12 < 0.001

TR social rejection 0.41 < 0.001

TR social rejection x learning

problems

−0.07 0.460

TR social rejection x behavior

problems

0.07 0.308

TR social rejection x language

problems

0.08 0.376

TR social rejection x Misc SEN 0.13 0.111

TR social rejection x class grade 0.05 0.033

TR social rejection x gender −0.01 0.459

TR social rejection x class size 0.18 < 0.001

TR self-perceived social inclusion 0.30 < 0.001

TR self-perceived social inclusion x

learning problems

−0.18 0.137

TR self-perceived social inclusion x

behavior problems

0.18 0.073

TR self-perceived social inclusion x

language problems

−0.17 0.112

TR self-perceived social inclusion x

Misc SEN

0.15 0.308

TR self-perceived social inclusion x

class grade

0.09 0.004

TR self-perceived social inclusion x

gender

−0.07 0.006

Random effects

σ
2 0.48 0.51 0.77

τ00(Classroom) 0.12 0.12 0.06

τ11(Teacherrating) 0.01 0.01 0.03

ρ01(Classroom) 0.90 0.56 −0.16

ICC 0.21 0.20 0.10

N Teacher 73 73 78

N Students 1,555 1,555 1,343

Marginal R2/Conditional R2 0.421/0.544 0.404/0.524 0.154/0.241

aMisc, Miscellaneous; bTR, Teacher rating.
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SEN (B = 0.31, p = 0.001). Students’ behavioral problems and
language problems were not significant predictors of teachers’
rating accuracy.

Social Rejection
Class grade did not significantly predict students’ social rejection.
Gender (B = 0.12, p < 0.001) and class size (B = 0.47, p < 0.001)
were significant predictors. Students with learning problems (B=

0.32, p < 0.001), behavioral problems (B = 0.39, p < 0.001), and
miscellaneous SEN (B= 0.29, p < 0.001) were significantly more
socially rejected, while language problems were not a significant
predictor. Teacher ratings of social rejection were significantly
correlated with students’ actual social rejection (B = 0.41, p <

0.001). The correlation was significantly increased by class grade
(B = 0.05, p = 0.033) and class size (B = 0.18, p < 0.001), while
students’ gender did not show a significant moderation. Neither
of the SEN categories were significant predictors of teachers’
rating accuracy.

Self-Perceived Social Inclusion
Class grade significantly predicted students’ self-perceived
social inclusion, while students’ gender showed no significant
prediction. Class size was only included in the two prior models,
because the number of sociometric choices had to be controlled
for the number of nominees. Students with learning problems
(B = −0.33, p = 0.007) perceived their social inclusion to be
significantly lower. The other SEN categories did not significantly
predict self-perceived social inclusion (although the regression
weight of students with miscellaneous SEN was of considerable
size: B = −0.27, p = 0.060). Teachers ratings were significantly
correlated to students’ self-perceptions (B = 0.30, p < 0.001).
The correlation was somewhat lower for male students (B =

−0.07, p = 0.006) and somewhat higher with increasing class
grade (B= 0.09, p= 0.004). None of the SEN categories showed a
significant interaction with teachers’ rating accuracy for students’
self-perceived social inclusion.

DISCUSSION

Summary and Interpretation
The social integration of students with SEN is an important
indicator of a successful inclusive school system (Artiles et al.,
2006). Whether this can be achieved depends, to a large extent,
on teachers’ behavior (Farmer et al., 2011; Gest and Rodkin, 2011;
Hendrickx et al., 2016). Adequate support for social inclusion
processes is preceded by teachers’ perceptions of the social
processes within the class. Accordingly, the aim of the present
study was to examine the extent to which teachers are able to
assess the social inclusion of their students.

First, in line with previous studies (Lindsay, 2007; Ruijs and
Peetsma, 2009; Krull et al., 2014, 2018), our investigation shows
that students with learning and behavioral problems are less often
accepted and more often rejected by their classmates compared
to other students. Moreover, students with learning problems do
not feel socially integrated to the same extent as their peers.

Considering the ability to which teachers are able to assess
the social inclusion of their students in terms of different

criteria of social inclusion (research questions Q1/Q3), our
results show that they are similarly accurate in assessing students’
social acceptance and social rejection status and less accurate
in estimating students’ self-perceived social inclusion. We also
find a slightly lower rating accuracy for social acceptance than
previous studies (Ahn and Rodkin, 2014; Südkamp et al., 2018).
Overall, teachers’ rating accuracy regarding their students’ social
inclusion is moderate and somewhat lower than that for students’
academic performance (see Hoge and Coladarci, 1989; Südkamp
et al., 2012).

Furthermore, our results reveal a very high degree of
variability in teachers’ assessment accuracy (research questions
Q2/Q3), similar to studies on teachers’ rating accuracy in other
areas (Dicke et al., 2012; Gabriele et al., 2016; Praetorius et al.,
2017). This is particularly pronounced for the assessment of
student-perceived social inclusion. This indicates considerable
differences in teachers’ diagnostic competence, which can be
related to differences in teachers’ information processing capacity
or differences in teachers’ judgement criteria (van Ophuysen and
Behrmann, 2015).

Our results indicate that teachers’ rating accuracy varies
depending on students’ SEN (research questions Q4/Q2). The
pattern here is complex: The social acceptance of students
with learning problems and miscellaneous SEN was rated
more accurately, while for social rejection and self-perceived
social inclusion no such effects were present. Moreover, no
differences in rating accuracy in any of the three criteria of social
inclusion could be found for students with behavioral or language
problems, which is in contrast to a study by Pearl et al. (2007) that
showed a higher accuracy for students with behavioral problems.

Overall, SEN has only a weak influence on teachers’ rating
accuracy. Moreover, our results indicate the need to differentiate
between several types of SEN (O’Mara et al., 2012), as well
as to include various operationalizations of social inclusion.
Finally, our study shows that teachers in higher class grades
are a bit better in estimating the social inclusion status of their
students. With respect to gender, teachers seem to be better in
estimating the self-perceived social inclusion of female students.
Both results stress the importance of including these moderators
when analyzing teachers’ rating accuracy.

Limitations
The results of the present study must be interpreted with
some reservations. SEN status was not diagnosed through a
standardized instrument, but was estimated by teachers or based
on the official SEN assessment process as conducted in Germany.
This might be particularly critical in terms of language problems,
as students with German as a second language may have
been wrongly assigned a SEN for language. Secondly, the self-
perceived social inclusion scale had low internal consistency. This
might account for the lower teacher rating accuracy (as well as
the low conditional R² of model 3 in Table 6). Thirdly, a teachers’
rating of a student’s self-perceived social inclusion was based on
one single item. A more reliable estimation could probably be
achieved with a multi-item scale (Südkamp et al., 2018).
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Implications and Further Research
The Realistic Accuracy Model (Funder, 2012) states that the
accuracy of a diagnostic judgement is influenced by three sets
of features: (a) characteristics of the criteria to be observed,
(b) characteristics of the observer, and (c) characteristics of
the observed person. Thus, future studies should (a) precisely
define and identify which aspect of social inclusion they are
addressing and how these can be best operationalized in a
classroom, (b) which abilities and characteristics of teachers
influence their rating accuracy, and (c) which characteristics
of students are correlated with a higher (or lower) degree of
rating accuracy.

We think it is particularly important to investigate the high
variability of rating accuracy between teachers. Identifying
the competences a teacher needs to successfully detect
social exclusion processes in their classroom will help to
successfully teach these skills and competence areas to
prospective teachers during their academic education. This,
in turn, will help these future teachers implement a classroom
climate in which all students receive the support required
to facilitate their effective education within an inclusive
school setting.
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Teachers’ responses to bullying incidents are key in bullying intervention at school. Scholars 
have suggested that teacher responses can predict student cognitions that are associated 
with their bullying behaviors. However, little is known about whether and how teacher 
responses affect these cognitions. Therefore, the current study investigated the effects 
of four immediate teacher responses on four bullying-related student cognitions, using 
an experimental vignette design. Additionally, it was examined whether students’ own 
participant role behaviors in actual bullying moderated these effects. The investigated 
teacher responses were non-response, comforting the victim, correcting the bully, and a 
combination of comforting the victim and correcting the bully. The investigated student 
cognitions were perceived teacher attitudes toward bullying, perceived teacher moral 
disengagement regarding bullying, student willingness to report bullying to the teacher 
and student expectations regarding bullying participant role behaviors in the classroom. 
Fourth-to-sixth grade students (N = 910; 47% boys; Mage = 11.04 years, SD = 0.91) read 
a vignette describing a hypothetical teacher’s response to a same bullying incident, 
following random assignment to one of eight conditions (i.e., four teacher responses × two 
genders of bully and victim in the vignette). Afterward, students completed questionnaires 
about their social cognitions and manipulation checks. ANOVA demonstrated that students 
perceived stronger teacher anti-bullying attitudes and less teacher moral disengagement 
when the hypothetical teacher displayed an active response. These effects were even 
stronger when the teacher corrected the bully compared to when only the victim was 
comforted. Further, students were more willing to report bullying when the teacher 
corrected the bully than when the teacher only comforted the victim. Finally, students 
expected less pro-bullying behaviors, more defending and less victimization in the vignette’s 
classroom following active teacher response compared to non-response. The effects of 
teacher responses on student cognitions were not moderated by students’ own participant 
roles in bullying. Taken together, these findings emphasize the importance of active teacher 
responses to bullying, and especially, responses that clearly show that bullying is not 
tolerated. Teachers are encouraged to be aware that students can deduce beliefs from 
teacher responses which can, in turn, affect bullying processes in the classroom.

Keywords: teacher responses to bullying, student social cognitions, perceived teacher attitudes, perceived 
teacher moral disengagement, willingness to report bullying, bullying participant role behaviors, experimental 
vignettes
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INTRODUCTION

Bullying among students at school is a persistent problem 
predicting various difficulties for victims (Arseneault, 2018). 
Although prevalence rates vary, several large-scale international 
studies have demonstrated that bullying affects the lives of 
students worldwide. For instance, in the latest report of the 
Health Behavior in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey of 
the WHO, overall, 10% of youth indicated that they had been 
repeatedly bullied at school during the past months (Inchley 
et  al., 2020). Bullying has mostly been defined as repeated 
and intentional aggressive behavior toward others who have 
difficulties defending themselves (Olweus, 1993). Further, it 
has been recognized as a group process (Salmivalli et al., 1996) 
embedded in social contexts such as classrooms (e.g., Saarento 
et  al., 2015b). Victims often suffer from a wide range of health 
and psychosocial problems, both in the short and long run 
(Moore et  al., 2017). Also, they have a higher risk to develop 
poor socioeconomic outcomes throughout the life span (e.g., 
Wolke and Lereya, 2015; Arseneault, 2018). Clearly, research 
on the risk and protective factors of bullying and victimization 
is critical.

Teachers play an important role in reducing bullying (Brendgen 
and Troop-Gordon, 2015). They are the responsible adults in 
class and they are expected to secure a safe learning environment 
and deal effectively with any negative behaviors, including 
bullying (Kochenderfer-Ladd and Pelletier, 2008). A limited 
number of mostly observational studies have reported associations 
between teacher responses to bullying and the levels of bullying 
and victimization in classrooms (e.g., Troop-Gordon and Ladd, 
2015; Campaert et  al., 2017). However, to date, it remains 
largely unclear how exactly teacher responses may impact 
bullying. Scholars have pointed to student cognitions as possible 
intervening mechanisms (Troop-Gordon and Quenette, 2010; 
Menesini, 2019), but, thus far, few studies have examined effects 
of teacher responses on student cognitions. This study addresses 
this gap by investigating how teacher responses to bullying 
affect student social cognitions, using an experimental design.

Effects of Teacher Responses to Bullying 
on Students’ Social Cognitions
When teachers are confronted with bullying among their 
students, they can intervene in multiple ways (Campaert et  al., 
2017; Wachs et  al., 2018). Campaert et  al. (2017) distinguished 
five responses in their conceptualization of teacher responses, 
more specifically a relational and supportive response (i.e., 
support to victim), a confronting response (i.e., disciplinary 
sanction for the bully), a response that involves both the bully 
and victim (i.e., mediation) and the whole class (i.e., group 
discussion). Additionally, Campaert et  al. (2017) distinguished 
non-response as previous research showed that sometimes 
teachers do not respond to bullying.

Based on socio-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), students 
are expected to cognitively process teacher responses to bullying 
and look for the meaning behind these responses. Consequently, 
students may take different cues from teacher responses  
which may, in turn, affect their bullying-related behaviors.  

Although scholars have brought attention to different bullying-
related student cognitions that could be  impacted by teacher 
responses, so far, only a small number of mostly observational 
studies have examined this (Troop-Gordon and Quenette, 
2010; Menesini, 2019). To fill this gap, the current study 
experimentally investigates the effects of different teacher 
responses to bullying on a comprehensive set of student social 
cognitions that are expected to be  explanatory mechanisms 
in the association between teacher responses and bullying. 
These cognitions comprise (1) perceived teacher attitudes 
toward bullying, (2) perceived teacher moral disengagement 
regarding bullying, (3) students’ willingness to report bullying 
to the teacher, and (4) students’ expectations regarding 
classmates’ participant role behaviors in bullying.

First, students may take cues regarding teacher attitudes 
toward bullying. By their responses to bullying, teachers can 
communicate what they consider appropriate and inappropriate 
behavior (Veenstra et  al., 2014; van der Zanden et  al., 2015). 
Based on goal-framing theory (Lindenberg, 2013), goals related 
with bullying behavior (e.g., achieving and maintaining high 
status in the peer group) are expected to be  inhibited when 
an overarching goal to behave socially appropriately is activated. 
The “normative goal” that bullying is not acceptable can 
be  activated when significant others stand for this norm. 
Teachers can be  this significant other when students see them 
as authority figures who clearly stand up against bullying 
(Veenstra et  al., 2014). Consequently, when teachers actively 
respond to bullying, they can promote the norm that bullying 
is not tolerated. Students may adjust to this norm making 
them less likely to bully again (Bandura, 1977; van der Zanden 
et  al., 2015). Conversely, when teachers do not respond to 
bullying or only passively, they might signal that bullying is 
accepted which can result in more bullying (van der Zanden 
et  al., 2015). Indeed, longitudinal studies have shown that 
teachers’ efforts to intervene in bullying contributed negatively 
to the perceived acceptability of bullying in the classroom, 
and lower perceived acceptability, in turn, predicted lower 
bullying levels (Saarento et  al., 2015a). Referring to social 
cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) and goal-framing theory 
(Veenstra et al., 2014), students are expected to perceive stronger 
anti-bullying attitudes in teachers who actively respond to 
bullying. Accordingly, weaker anti-bullying attitudes might 
be  perceived when teachers do not respond.

Second, students may take cues of teacher moral 
disengagement regarding bullying. The mechanism of moral 
disengagement (Bandura et  al., 1996) has been used to explain 
how people justify aggressive behavior and bullying (e.g., meta-
analysis by Gini et  al., 2014). A cross-sectional study indicated 
that teacher responses to bullying affect students’ own levels 
of moral disengagement regarding bullying which, in turn, 
predicted the level of bullying (Campaert et  al., 2017). Based 
on their findings, Campaert et  al. (2017) stated that students 
may be  less inclined to justify bullying when they understand 
from reasoning on teacher responses that bullying is unacceptable 
harmful behavior. However, to our knowledge, no previous 
study has investigated whether students take cues regarding 
moral disengagement of teachers based on their responses.  
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In line with perceived teacher attitudes, students might perceive 
less moral disengagement regarding bullying from teachers who 
actively respond. Conversely, when teachers do not respond, 
students might think that this is due to teachers justifying 
bullying in some way.

Third, teacher responses to bullying may affect students’ 
willingness to report the bullying to teachers. Studies have 
found that students’ willingness to report bullying is predicted 
by teachers’ helpfulness in resolving past bullying episodes 
(Aceves et  al., 2010), by students’ expectations regarding how 
teachers would respond to bullying incidents (Cortes and 
Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014) and by student-perceived teacher 
attitudes toward bullying (Blomqvist et al., 2020). For instance, 
by ignoring bullying, teachers express a lack of concern and 
give students the message that they cannot expect any assistance 
(Yoon and Bauman, 2014). Also, when teachers do not respond 
to bullying, less negative teacher attitudes toward bullying can 
be  perceived (Veenstra et  al., 2014). As a result, it is expected 
that students would be  less willing to report bullying to 
non-responding teachers. Contrarily, it is expected that students 
would be  more willing to report bullying to teachers who 
actively respond.

Fourth, teacher responses may impact students’ expectations 
regarding classmates’ participant role behaviors in bullying. 
In previous research, six participant roles that students can 
have in the group process of bullying have been identified: 
besides being victimized themselves, students may bully others, 
assist the bullies, reinforce the bullies’ behaviors, defend and 
support the victimized peers, or remain non-involved outsiders 
(Salmivalli et  al., 1996). Such responses are affected by 
individual as well as contextual factors (Salmivalli et  al., 
1996). Based on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), 
teachers are expected to be  role models for students. By 
their responses to bullying incidents, teachers can set 
expectations for students’ behavior and the relational climate 
in class (Yoon and Bauman, 2014). For instance, when teachers 
do not respond after witnessing bullying, they may model 
insensitive and uncaring behavior (Yoon and Bauman, 2014) 
and students might expect fellow students to neither stand 
up to the bully nor support the victim. However, when 
teachers actively respond to bullying, teachers may model 
sensitive behavior (van der Zanden et  al., 2015) and students 
might expect less pro-bullying behaviors (i.e., bullying, assisting, 
reinforcing) and less victimization in the classroom. In addition, 
students might expect more fellow students to defend victims 
and less fellow students to stay outsiders.

While researchers have referred to student social cognitions 
that could be predicted by teacher responses (e.g., Troop-Gordon 
and Quenette, 2010), to date, only one study has tested this 
experimentally (Demol et  al., in revision). This vignette study 
in the fourth to sixth grade of elementary school investigated 
whether responses of an hypothetical teacher to a bullying 
incident affected students’ own bullying attitudes, their empathy 
toward victims, their ideas of the teacher’s bullying attitudes 
and their evaluations of teacher responses. Students’ own bullying 
attitudes and empathy toward victims were not impacted by 
teacher responses. However, students’ ideas of the teacher’s 

attitudes toward bullying and their evaluations of the teacher 
responses differed among the teacher responses. A combination 
of confronting the bully and supporting the victim was evaluated 
as the most appropriate response. Further, when the bully was 
confronted, students perceived more anti-bullying attitudes in 
the teacher compared to when the victim was supported. 
Students perceived the least strong anti-bullying attitudes when 
the teacher did not respond and non-response was also judged 
to be  the least appropriate response.

Although there is no previous research available, individual 
characteristics of students can be  expected to moderate the 
effect of teacher responses on their cognitions. For instance, 
students’ own typical responses in bullying situations (their 
participant role behaviors) may predict their perceptions of 
teacher responses. It is possible that for relatively higher levels 
of victimization and defending, the effect of teacher response 
is stronger. Students who are more victimized or who defend 
more can be  expected to be  more tuned to teacher responses 
and interpret them more strongly. As a result, their cognitions 
can be  expected to be  more strongly affected by teacher 
responses. For instance, teacher’s non-response may yield even 
less willingness to report bullying to the teacher. Conversely, 
teacher’s active responses may yield even more willingness to 
report bullying. Contrarily, for relatively higher levels of 
pro-bullying behaviors (i.e., bullying, assisting, and reinforcing), 
the effect of teacher response may be  less strong as these 
behaviors may be  related to lower caring about how teachers 
respond to bullying.

Current Study
Scholars have suggested that teachers’ responses to bullying 
incidents may impact their students’ social cognitions related 
with bullying processes (Troop-Gordon and Quenette, 2010; 
Menesini, 2019). However, to date, (experimental) research 
investigating the effects of teacher responses on students’ social 
cognitions is very scarce. The current experimental vignette 
study aims at further unraveling how teacher responses can 
impact bullying. This study investigates the effects of four 
teacher responses on four student cognitions that are expected 
to be  explanatory mechanisms in the association between 
teacher responses and bullying.

Inspired by the work of Campaert et  al. (2017), this study 
focuses on four immediate teacher responses to bullying, i.e., 
Non-response, Comforting the Victim, Correcting the Bully, 
and a combination of Comforting the Victim and Correcting 
the Bully. Further, building on available evidence, this study 
focuses on four student cognitions: (1) perceived teacher attitudes 
toward bullying, (2) perceived teacher moral disengagement 
regarding bullying, (3) student willingness to report bullying 
to the teacher, and (4) student expectations regarding participant 
role behaviors in the classroom.

Building on social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) and 
goal-framing theory (Veenstra et  al., 2014), it is expected that 
when teachers actively respond to bullying (i.e., by Comforting 
the Victim, Correcting the Bully, or combining Comforting 
the Victim and Correcting the Bully) students will perceive 
stronger anti-bullying attitudes and less moral disengagement 
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in the teacher. Also, it is hypothesized that active teacher 
responses predict more student willingness to report bullying 
to the teacher. Further, students are hypothesized to expect 
less victimization, more defending, less pro-bullying behaviors 
and less outsider behaviors in the classroom following active 
response. Non-response is hypothesized to have a negative 
effect, i.e., predict less strong perceived teacher anti-bullying 
attitudes and more teacher moral disengagement, less student 
willingness to report bullying, more expected victimization, 
less expected defending, more expected pro-bullying behaviors 
and more expected outsider behaviors. Further, based on theory 
(Bandura, 1986; Veenstra et  al., 2014) and the findings of 
Demol et  al. (in revision), teachers are expected to show more 
disapproval of bullying when responses are directed to bullies. 
Therefore, perceived teacher anti-bullying attitudes are expected 
to be  stronger and perceived moral disengagement to be  lower 
when the teacher corrects the bully (with or without comforting 
the victim). Also, students willingness to report bullying to 
teachers might be  higher when teachers directed responses to 
bullies as this more explicitly shows that they tried to stop 
the bullying (Veenstra et  al., 2014; Blomqvist et  al., 2020). 
Other differences between the active responses (i.e., Comforting 
the Victim, Correcting the Bully, and both Comforting the 
Victim and Correcting the Bully) will be  explored as theory 
and research regarding this topic is very limited.

Finally, this study will explore whether and how students’ 
own levels of different participant role behaviors in actual 
bullying moderate the effect of teacher responses on their 
cognitions. As there is no previous research available, it is 
difficult to formulate hypotheses. However, it can be tentatively 
expected that for relatively higher levels of victimization and 
defending, the effect of teacher response will be  stronger. 
Contrarily, for relatively higher levels of pro-bullying behaviors 
(i.e., bullying, assisting, and reinforcing), the effect of teacher 
response may be  less strong.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Sample
The data of this study are part of the Teachers4Victims project 
that investigates the role of teachers in bullying and victimization 
in the fourth to sixth grade of elementary school by means 
of a longitudinal and experimental study. Ethical approval for 
the project was acquired from The Social and Societal Ethics 
Committee (SMEC) of KU Leuven. The current study uses 
data from the third wave of the longitudinal study, and the 
experimental study (conducted about 2  weeks after the third 
wave). The experimental data were collected from 910 students 
(55 classes, 11 elementary schools, 47% boys, Mage = 11.04 years, 
SD  =  0.91, range: 9.27–13.95) with active parental consent 
(consent rate: 81%). Of these students, 31.2% were in grade 
4, 35.7% in grade 5, and 33.1% in grade 6. Most students 
were born in Belgium (92.1%) and spoke Dutch at home 
(86.8%). The other students were born in several other countries 
of which most in the Netherlands, Poland, Romania, and Spain. 
Most other languages spoken at home were French, Arabic, 

English, and Turkish. Of the 910 students that participated to 
the experimental study, 890 students also participated to the 
third wave of the longitudinal study.

Procedure
Master and doctoral students at the faculty of Psychology and 
Educational Sciences of KU Leuven visited the schools to collect 
the data. The third wave of the longitudinal study took place 
about 2  weeks before the experimental study (May 2019). At 
the beginning of both data collections, the researchers explained 
bullying by reading aloud a description based on definition 
of Olweus (1993). Students were asked to follow by simultaneously 
reading the description on their own copy in silence. Students 
could reread the description at any time during data collection. 
At the third wave of the longitudinal study, students individually 
completed questionnaires about, for instance, participant role 
behaviors in bullying. At the experimental study, students first 
read a vignette with a story about a bullying incident that 
only differed regarding the teacher’s response to it and the 
gender of the hypothetical bully and victim. A between-subjects 
4x2 design (teacher response  ×  gender bully and victim) with 
random assignment within classes was used (112–116 students 
in each condition). After reading the story, students completed 
questionnaires about the story. Afterward, they responded to 
questions for manipulation checks and questions about the 
credibility and recognizability of the story. At the end, a 
debriefing was given by the researchers. At both data collections, 
students could ask questions to the researchers at any time.

Vignettes
The vignettes, including the instructions, were similar to those 
developed by Demol et  al. (in revision) inspired by Bauman 
and Del Rio (2006), with the exception that the description 
of the actual bullying incident was somewhat shortened. Eight 
versions of the vignette (four teacher responses  ×  two gender 
bully and victim) were created and each participant read one 
vignette. The vignettes only differed regarding the teacher 
response (four: Non-response, Comforting Victim, Correcting 
Bully, and Comforting Victim and Correcting Bully) and the 
gender of the bully and victim (two: both either boys or girls). 
The bully and victim’s gender were manipulated to counteract 
for possible gender effects. Mixed-gender versions were not 
developed as more versions would result in lower power and 
same gender bullying occurs more frequently (Baldry, 2004). 
The gender of the teacher could not be deduced from the story.

The vignette started with the instruction that students had 
to imagine having moved to a new school. Then, it was stated 
that, since the beginning of the school year, one classmate 
from the new class had been bullied by another. Next, a bullying 
situation between these classmates at the playground during 
a break was described. The bullying met definition of Olweus 
(1993), and consisted of verbal, physical, and relational bullying 
(Bauman and Del Rio, 2006):

“Imagine that you have changed schools. You have been 
in a new class since the beginning of this school year. 
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Name victim and name bully are two students from your 
new class. Since the beginning of the school year, name 
victim has been bullied by name bully. Today you see 
the next thing happen during playtime. Name bully tells 
name victim that he/she cannot play along with the 
group. This makes name victim sad and he/she gets tears 
in his/her eyes. Name bully sees this and says: “What a 
cry baby you are!” Before name victim can run away, 
name bully gives him/her a push and shouts: “Go cry a 
little harder!”.”

Then, the vignette stated that the teacher of their new class 
was supervising the playground and had seen everything that 
happened. Next, the teacher’s response to the incident was 
presented. In the Non-response Condition, it was stated that 
the teacher did not respond to what happened. The teacher 
approached another group of students and asked them which 
game they were playing. In the active response conditions, 
the teacher either called name victim and comforted him/her 
(Comforting the Victim) or called name bully and made it 
clear to him/her that bullying is not allowed (Correcting the 
Bully). The teacher said that there will soon be  a conversation 
in which will be  decided what the bullying student must do 
to make up with name victim. In the last condition, the teacher 
first comforted the victim and then corrected the bully as in 
the Comforting the Victim and Correcting the Bully conditions, 
respectively.

Measures
Students’ Social Cognitions
Perceived Teacher Bullying Attitudes
Students’ ideas of the hypothetical teacher’s bullying attitudes 
were measured by two validated questionnaires that were adapted 
to fit with the purpose of this study. First, the perceived general 
attitude of the hypothetical teacher toward bullying was measured 
by applying the item from Saarento et  al. (2013) to the story: 
“What do you think the teacher in the story thinks of bullying?” 
Students responded on a five-point scale (1: “good” to 5: “totally 
wrong”). Support for the construct validity of the original item 
has been provided by previous studies (e.g., Saarento et  al., 
2015a). Second, the validated attitude questionnaire of Salmivalli 
and Voeten (2004) was adapted to measure students’ ideas of 
the hypothetical teacher’s bullying attitudes instead of students’ 
own bullying attitudes. Prior to data collection, three items 
were omitted as they fitted less with the professional role of 
teachers (i.e., “Bullying may be  fun sometimes.”; “Bullying is 
stupid.”; “It is funny when someone ridicules a classmate over 
and over again.”). The revised scale consisted of seven items 
(two reverse coded) measured on a four-point scale (1: “not 
true” to 4: “true”; e.g., “The teacher from the story thinks 
that joining in bullying is a wrong thing to do.”; “The teacher 
from the story thinks that bullying makes the victim feel bad.”). 
A confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) supported the one-factor 
structure of the scale. Following current guidelines (Hu and 
Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2005; Weston and Gore, 2006), model fit 
was evaluated by the Chi-square test, Root Mean Square Error 
of Approximation (RMSEA) (including the 90% CI), the 

Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), the 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI). 
Indices showed good model fit [χ2(14)  =  51.32, p  <  0.01; 
RMSEA  =  0.07, RMSEA 90% CI  =  (0.05–0.08), SRMR  =  0.03, 
CFI  =  0.97; TLI  =  0.95]. Standardized loadings ranged from 
0.44 to 0.85. Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88. For each student, an 
average score was calculated. Higher scores reflect stronger 
perceived anti-bullying attitudes in the teacher.

Perceived Teacher Moral Disengagement Regarding 
Bullying
Students’ ideas of the hypothetical teacher’s moral disengagement 
regarding bullying were measured by adapting the questionnaire 
of Thornberg and Jungert (2013) to make students report 
about the hypothetical teacher instead of about themselves. 
The scale consisted of six items (e.g., “Bullying is okay in 
certain cases.”; “Bullying is not so bad… something you  have 
to put up with.”) and measured to what extent students 
perceived that the hypothetical teacher reasoned in ways that 
justify bullying, blame the victim, and undermine the 
seriousness of bullying (Thornberg and Jungert, 2013). Students 
responded on a four-point scale (1: “not true” to 4: “true”). 
A CFA confirmed the one-factor structure of the scale. Indices 
showed good model fit [χ2(9) = 31.05, p < 0.01; RMSEA = 0.06, 
RMSEA 90% CI  =  (0.04–0.09), SRMR  =  0.02, CFI  =  0.98; 
TLI  =  0.97]. Standardized loadings ranged from 0.67 to 0.91. 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94. For each student, an average score 
was calculated. Higher scores reflect stronger perceived teacher 
moral disengagement.

Willingness to Report Bullying to the Teacher
Students’ willingness to report bullying to the hypothetical 
teacher was measured by one item developed for the purpose 
of this study: “When I witness bullying, I would tell the teacher 
from the story about this.” Students responded on four-point 
scale (1: “not true” to 4: “true”).

Expectations Regarding Participant Role Behaviors in 
Bullying
Students’ ideas regarding participant role behaviors in bullying 
in the vignette’s class were measured by six items developed 
for the purpose of this study. Five items were based on the 
participant role questionnaire of Salmivalli and Voeten (2004) 
[i.e., bully, reinforcer, assistant, defender, and outsider; e.g., 
“In the class of the story, other students will bully.”; “In the 
class of the story, students will stand up for name victim (for 
example, by comforting him/her or by telling name bully to 
stop bullying).”]. One item was added to measure victimization 
(i.e., “In the class of the story, other students will be  bullied.”). 
Students responded on four-point scale (1: “not true” to 4: 
“true”). An exploratory factor analysis was executed to explore 
whether the pro-bullying items (i.e., bully, reinforcer, and 
assistant) could be  taken together. Factor loadings were high 
(0.70, 0.73, and 0.86, respectively). Additionally, the 
intercorrelations ranged from 0.51 to 0.63 and Cronbach’s alpha 
was 0.80. Thus, based on students’ scores on the bully, reinforcer, 
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and assistant role, for each student, an average score representing 
their expectations regarding pro-bullying behavior was calculated. 
Higher scores reflect higher expectations regarding the participant 
role behaviors (i.e., pro-bullying behavior, defending, outsider 
behavior, and victimization) in the vignette’s class.

Students’ Own Participant Role Behaviors in 
Actual Bullying
Data regarding students’ own levels of different participant 
role behaviors in actual bullying were collected in the third 
wave of the longitudinal study. Peer nominations were used 
and five items were developed based on the participant role 
questionnaire of Salmivalli and Voeten (2004) (i.e., bully, 
reinforcer, assistant, defender, and outsider). Each item combined 
the descriptions of the participant role behaviors as formulated 
by Salmivalli and Voeten (2004) (e.g., “Which classmates bully 
other students at school? These are classmates who either start 
bullying, make others join in the bullying, always find new 
ways of harassing someone or do several of these actions.”). 
As in the study of Kärnä et  al. (2010), a question to measure 
victimization was added: “Which classmates are bullied at 
school by other students?” An unlimited number of nominations 
was allowed (Marks et  al., 2013), except for self-nominations. 
To ensure reliability, at least 60% of the classmates had to 
participate in the peer nomination procedure (Marks et  al., 
2013). For this reason, four classes were excluded from the 
analyses. Proportion scores were calculated by dividing the 
number of received nominations by the total number of possible 
nominations. An exploratory factor analysis was executed to 
explore whether the pro-bullying participant roles (i.e., bully, 
reinforcer, and assistant) could be taken together. Factor loadings 
were high (0.87, 0.84, and 0.82, respectively), the intercorrelations 
ranged from 0.67 to 0.73 and Cronbach’s alpha was 0.88. Thus, 
for the pro-bullying participant role behaviors, an average 
proportion score was calculated for each student.

Manipulation, Credibility, and Recognizability 
Checks
After completing the questionnaires measuring social cognitions 
and handing in the vignette, students completed three 
manipulation checks in a second set of questionnaires. The 
items measured whether students (1) perceived the situation 
as a bullying incident between classmates (“In the story, a 
student was bullied by a classmate.”, true/not true), (2) identified 
the correct character as the victim and bully (“In the story, 
name victim was bullied by name bully.”, true/not true), and 
(3) correctly identified the teacher response (“How did the 
teacher from the story respond to what had happened in the 
story? Choose one of the four teacher responses.”, options 
corresponded to the responses in the vignettes).

After completing the manipulation checks, students completed 
two credibility and two recognizability checks. The credibility 
checks measured whether students perceived the bullying incident 
and the teacher’s response as credible: “The bullying from the 
story could happen the same way in real life.”; “A real teacher 
could respond to bullying the same way as the teacher from 

the story.” Response options were “Yes, that is possible.” and 
“No, that is not possible” (coded as 1 and 0, respectively). 
The recognizability checks measured whether students were 
familiar with the bullying incident and the teacher’s response: 
“I have already seen bullying in real life that resembles the 
bullying from the story.”; “I have already seen the teacher’s 
response from the story (or a similar response) with a real 
teacher.” Students could respond with “yes” or “no” (coded as 
1 and 0, respectively).

Statistical Analyses
Preliminary Analyses
First, the distribution of students across conditions was inspected. 
Students (N  =  910) were almost equally distributed across 
conditions (teacher response: N1  =  228, N2  =  227, N3  =  228; 
N4  =  227; gender of bully and victim: Nboys  =  456, Ngirls  =  454) 
and Pearson’s χ2 tests revealed no significant differences between 
conditions regarding students’ grade [χ2(6)  =  0.58, p  =  0.997] 
and gender [χ2(3)  =  0.63, p  =  0.890].

Second, students’ responses to the manipulation checks 
were inspected. Students were excluded from all analyses 
when they did not answer correctly to the manipulation 
checks or had one or more missing values on these checks. 
Almost all students perceived the incident as bullying and 
correctly identified the victim and bully (97.4 and 95.7%, 
respectively). However, less students correctly identified the 
teacher’s response (84.4%). In particular, students confused 
the single responses (Comforting Victim and Correcting Bully) 
with the combined response (Comforting Victim and Correcting 
Bully). As a result, 186 of the 910 students (20.4%) were 
excluded from all analyses.

Third, in the remaining sample of students who were not 
excluded from the analyses based on their responses to the 
manipulation checks (N = 724), students who possibly provided 
unreliable responses were identified using two indicators. To 
begin with, students of which their actual teachers had 
indicated that they had language difficulties (N  =  79) were 
identified as having possibly provided unreliable responses. 
Next, students who did not indicate that they read the 
instructions and the vignette thoroughly (N  =  12) were 
identified as having possibly provided unreliable responses. 
As five students met both criteria, in the end, a total of 86 
students (11.9%) who possibly gave unreliable responses were 
identified. The total sample comprised 724 students and the 
subsample (i.e., the total sample without students who possibly 
provided unreliable responses) 638 students. All further 
analyses were executed on the total sample and subsample. 
In case of similar results, only the results from the analyses 
on the subsample are reported. Differences in results are 
reported in section Sensitivity Analyses.

Fourth, the responses to the credibility and recognizability 
checks were inspected. Across conditions, almost all students 
reported that the bullying incident and teacher’s response were 
credible (95.9 and 90.9%, respectively). One third of the students 
(34.3%) were familiar with the bullying from the story and 
44.4% of students were familiar with the teacher’s response. 
Table  1 presents the means and standard deviations across 
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and within conditions. ANOVA indicated that students in all 
eight conditions (4 teacher’s response  ×  2 gender victim and 
bully) perceived the incident as equally credible and recognizable 
[resp. F(7, 637)  =  1.02, p  =  0.42; F(7, 635)  =  1.55, p  =  0.15]. 
However, significant differences between conditions appeared 
regarding the perceived credibility and recognizability of the 
teacher’s response [resp. F(7, 636)  =  14.12, p  <  0.001; F(7, 
636) = 14.90, p < 0.001]. Post hoc comparisons with the Games-
Howell procedure were conducted to observe which conditions 
significantly differed from each other regarding students’ scores 
on the perceived credibility and recognizability of the teacher’s 
response. Overall, students almost always reported significant 
lower credibility and recognizability scores in the non-response 
conditions as compared to the active response conditions (see 
Tables 2, 3). No other significant differences appeared.

Main Analyses
IBM SPSS Statistics 26 was used to examine the effects of 
students’ perceptions of teacher responses to bullying on their 
social cognitions. Mplus 8 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998-2017) 
was used to conduct the factor analyses (see section Measures). 
In the CFA’s, maximum likelihood estimation with robust 
standard errors (MLR estimator) combined with the “complex 
analysis” feature was used to deal with item-level missingness, 
non-normality and non-independence of the observations 
(Muthén and Muthén, 1998-2017; Newman, 2014). Mplus 8 
was also used to estimate the intraclass correlations (ICC’s) 
and design effects at the level of the classroom. These statistics 
showed that for all outcomes little variance was explained by 
class (range ICC’s: <0.01–0.02) and that the effects of dependence 
on standard error estimates were small (range design effects: 
1.00–1.25; Peugh, 2010). Therefore, multilevel modeling was 
not needed (Peugh, 2010) and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) 
could be  used.
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TABLE 2 | Post hoc comparisons of credibility of the teacher’s response across 
conditions.

Non-response 
– boys

Non-response  
– girls

M = 0.81 M = 0.69

Comforting victim 
– boys

M = 0.95
∆M = −0.14, 
SE = 0.05

∆M = −0.26**, 
SE = 0.05

Comforting victim 
– girls

M = 0.95
∆M = −0.14, 
SE = 0.05

∆M = −0.26**, 
SE = 0.05

Correcting bully – 
boys

M = 0.99
∆M = −0.18*, 
SE = 0.05

∆M = −0.29**, 
SE = 0.05

Correcting bully – 
girls

M = 0.99
∆M = −0.18*, 
SE = 0.05

∆M = −0.29**, 
SE = 0.05

Comforting 
victim + Correcting 
bully – boys

M = 0.97
∆M = −0.16, 
SE = 0.05

∆M = −0.28**, 
SE = 0.05

Comforting 
victim + Correcting 
bully – girls

M = 0.99
∆M = −0.18*, 
SE = 0.05

∆M = −0.30**, 
SE = 0.05

Mean differences regarding the credibility of the teacher’s response between the non-
response conditions and the active response conditions are presented. Other post hoc 
comparisons revealed no significant differences. *p < 0.010; **p < 0.001.
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In step  1 of the analyses, the effects of relevant background 
variables (i.e., students’ age and gender) and gender of bully 
and victim on the outcomes were examined. Variables that 
significantly predicted the respective outcomes were added as 
control variables to the models of these outcomes in steps 2 
and 3. In step 2, the effect of teacher responses on the outcomes 
was examined, while controlling for the identified control 
variables. If the effect of teacher responses was significant, 
either planned or post hoc comparisons were executed depending 
on whether or not hypotheses had been formulated prior to 
the analyses. Regarding the planned comparisons, bootstrapping 
was used and the results of the contrasts not assuming equal 
variances were inspected (Field, 2017). For the effect size, 
Cohen’s d for unequal-n design was calculated (Rosnow et  al., 
2000) with d  =  0.20, 0.50, and 0.80 representing a small, 
medium, and large effect, respectively. Regarding the post hoc 
comparisons, the Games-Howell procedure with significance 
level 0.01 was used as the sample sizes and the variances were 
not equal in the different conditions. In step 3, the interactions 
between teacher responses and students’ own levels of participant 
role behaviors in bullying were examined, while controlling 
for their main effects and the identified control variables. To 
control for multiple testing in the ANCOVA and planned 
comparison analyses, Bonferroni correction was used (Field, 
2017). As 26 tests were carried out (step  2: 8 ANCOVA, 10 
planned comparisons; step  3: 8 ANCOVA), the correction 
resulted in an alpha of 0.002.

All analyses were executed on the total sample and the 
subsample (i.e., without students who possibly provided unreliable 
responses). As the results regarding the validity and reliability 
of the measures, the credibility and recognizability checks and 
the descriptives were similar, only the results of the analyses 
on the subsample are reported. However, some differences in 
results concerning the main analyses appeared and are reported 
(see section Sensitivity Analyses). Also, as heterogeneity of 

variance could have affected the results, parameter estimates 
with robust standard errors (HC4) were inspected for the 
analyses on the subsample and the total sample (Field, 2017). 
All significant effects remained significant when robust standard 
errors were used.

RESULTS

Table  4 displays the descriptive statistics of the dependent 
variables, Across and within conditions. Extreme outliers  
(| z |  >  3.29) within conditions were identified (see Table  4; 
Field, 2017). As the amount of extreme outliers was limited, 
they were not excluded from the analyses.

Control Variables
ANOVA revealed that, in general, girls were more willing to 
report bullying to the hypothetical teacher [F(1, 631)  =  7.01, 
p  =  0.008; Mgirls  =  3.74, SE  =  0.56, Mboys  =  3.61, SE  =  0.71]. 
Also, girls generally expected more outsider behaviors in the 
vignette’s classroom [F(1, 630)  =  8.58, p  =  0.004; Mgirls  =  2.54, 
SE  =  0.93, Mboys  =  2.32, SE  =  0.91]. Boys, on the other hand, 
expected more pro-bullying behaviors and victimization in the 
vignette’s classroom [respectively, F(1, 633)  =  5.83, p  =  0.016; 
Mgirls  =  1.83, SE  =  0.74, Mboys  =  1.98, SE  =  0.79; F(1, 629)  =  4.77, 
p  =  0.029; Mgirls  =  1.91, SE  =  0.90, Mboys  =  2.08, SE  =  0.97]. 
Further, with increasing age, more pro-bullying behaviors and 
less defending were expected in the vignette’s classroom  
[F(1, 633) = 14.14, p < 0.001; F(1, 632) = 6.64, p = 0.01]. Finally, 
more defending was expected in the vignette’s classroom when 
the hypothetical bully and victim were girls [F(1, 632)  =  4.38, 
p = 0.037; Mhypo.girls = 2.90, SE = 0.94, Mhypo.boys = 3.04, SE = 0.90]. 
No other significant effects at alpha ≤0.05 were observed regarding 
the control variables. The variables that were found to significantly 
predict the respective outcomes were included in further analyses 
of these outcomes as a control variable.

Effects of Teacher Responses
First, perceived teacher bullying attitudes and perceived teacher 
moral disengagement were significantly affected by the teacher’s 
response to bullying [general attitude: F(3, 610)  =  712.05, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.78; attitudes: F(3, 634) = 321.73, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.60; moral disengagement: F(3, 633) = 625.54, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2  =  0.75]. Planned comparisons revealed that weaker anti-
bullying attitudes and more moral disengagement were 
perceived for the teacher in the Non-response Condition 
compared to the active response conditions [either Correcting 
the Bully, Comforting the Victim, or a combination of 
Correcting the Bully and Comforting the Victim; general 
attitude: t(270.89)  =  43.52, p  =  0.001, d  =  4.17; attitudes: 
t(233.22)  =  25.84, p  =  0.001, d  =  2.68; moral disengagement: 
t(195.84)  =  −31.19, p  =  0.001, d  =  −3.53]. The sizes of 
these effects were very large. Further, planned comparisons 
revealed that the teacher’s general attitude toward bullying 
was perceived to be  less negative in the Comforting the 
Victim Condition compared to the Correcting the Bully 

TABLE 3 | Post hoc comparisons of recognizability of the teacher’s response 
across conditions.

Non-response 
– boys

Non-response 
– girls

M = 0.16 M = 0.15

Comforting victim – 
boys

M = 0.57
∆M = −0.41**, 
SE = 0.07

∆M = −0.42**, 
SE = 0.07

Comforting victim – 
girls

M = 0.47
∆M = −0.31**, 
SE = 0.07

∆M = −0.32**, 
SE = 0.07

Correcting bully – 
boys

M = 0.69
∆M = −0.53**, 
SE = 0.07

∆M = −0.54**, 
SE = 0.07

Correcting bully –  
girls

M = 0.49
∆M = −0.33**, 
SE = 0.07

∆M = −0.34**, 
SE = 0.07

Comforting 
victim + Correcting 
bully – boys

M = 0.61
∆M = −0.45**, 
SE = 0.07

∆M = −0.46**, 
SE = 0.07

Comforting 
victim + Correcting 
bully – girls

M = 0.51
∆M = −0.34**, 
SE = 0.07

∆M = −0.35**, 
SE = 0.07

Mean differences regarding the recognizability of the teacher’s response between the 
non-response conditions and the active response conditions are presented. Other post 
hoc comparisons revealed no significant differences.**p < 0.001.
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Conditions [with and without Comforting the Victim; 
t(221.15)  =  9.03, p  =  0.001, d  =  1.03]. Additionally, more 
moral disengagement was perceived in the Comforting the 
Victim Condition compared to the Correcting the Bully 
Conditions [with and without Comforting the Victim; 
t(238.82)  =  −4.72, p  =  0.001, d  =  −0.52]. These effects were 
large and medium in size. No significant differences regarding 
perceived teacher bullying attitudes and perceived teacher 
moral disengagement were observed between only Correcting 
the Bully and the combined response of Correcting the Bully 
and Comforting the Victim.

Second, students’ willingness to report bullying to the teacher 
was significantly affected by the teacher’s response [F(3, 
631)  =  5.30, p  =  0.001, ηp

2  =  0.03]. Planned comparisons 
showed no significant differences between the Non-response 
Condition and the active response conditions (either Correcting, 
Comforting or Both). However, in the Correcting the Bully 
Conditions (with and without Comforting the Victim), students 
were more willing to report bullying to the teacher compared 
to students in the Comforting the Victim Condition 
[t(237.39)  =  3.48, p  =  0.002, d  =  0.38]. This effect was small 
in size. No significant difference was observed between only 
Correcting the Bully and the combined response of Correcting 
the Bully and Comforting the Victim.

Third, students’ expectations regarding pro-bullying behaviors, 
defending and victimization in the vignette’s class were predicted 
by the teacher’s response [pro-bullying: F(3, 631)  =  53.24, 
p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.20; defending: F(3, 630) = 12.56, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2  =  0.06; victimization: F(3, 629)  =  19.94, p  <  0.001, 
ηp

2  =  0.09]. Students’ expectations regarding outsider behaviors 
in the vignette’s classroom were not significantly predicted 
by the teacher’s response. Planned comparison revealed that 
less pro-bullying behaviors, more defending and less 
victimization were expected in the active response conditions 
compared to the Non-response Condition [pro-bullying: 
t(273.24)  =  −11.24, p  =  0.001, d  =  −1.08; defending: 
t(294.22)  =  5.72, p  =  0.001, d  =  0.53; victimization: 
t(266.57)  =  −6.56, p  =  0.001, d  =  −0.64]. These effects were 
medium to large. Further, post hoc comparisons with the 
Games-Howell procedure revealed that less pro-bullying 
behaviors were expected in the condition where the teacher 
both Comforted the Victim and Corrected the Bully compared 
to the condition in which only the Victim was Comforted 
[∆M = −0.27, SE = 0.07, p = 0.002, 99% CI = (−0.49, −0.04)]. 
Regarding students’ expectations for defending and victimization, 
post hoc comparisons with the Games-Howell procedure 
revealed no significant differences between the active responses.

No interaction effects between the teacher’s response and 
students’ own participant role behaviors in bullying were 
significant at the Bonferonni corrected alpha level (α  =  0.002).

Sensitivity Analyses
When the results based on the total sample were compared 
with the results based on the subsample, two differences were 
observed. First, in the total sample, the gender of the bully 
and victim did not significantly affect students’ expectations 
regarding defending in the vignette’s classroom [F(1, 716) = 3.82, TA

B
LE

 4
 |

 D
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

st
at

is
tic

s 
of

 d
ep

en
de

nt
 v

ar
ia

bl
es

 a
cr

os
s 

an
d 

w
ith

in
 c

on
di

tio
ns

.

C
o

nd
it

io
n

To
ta

l
N

o
n-

re
sp

o
ns

e
C

o
m

fo
rt

in
g

 v
ic

ti
m

C
o

rr
ec

ti
ng

 b
ul

ly
C

o
m

fo
rt

in
g

 v
ic

ti
m

 +
 C

o
rr

ec
ti

ng
 

b
ul

ly

Va
ri

ab
le

N
M

 (S
D

)
N

 (O
u

t.
)

M
 (S

D
)

N
 (O

u
t.

)
M

 (S
D

)
N

 (O
u

t.
)

M
 (S

D
)

N
 (O

u
t.

)
M

 (S
D

)

G
en

er
al

 a
tt

itu
de

 o
f 

te
ac

he
r

61
4

3.
89

 (1
.2

5)
17

1 
(4

)
2.

16
a  (

0.
64

)
16

1 
(1

)
4.

19
b,

c  (
0.

75
)

13
5

4.
77

b,
d  

(0
.4

2)
14

7 
(1

)
4.

77
b,

d  
(0

.4
4)

A
tt

itu
de

s 
of

 te
ac

he
r

63
8

3.
22

 (0
.7

6)
17

6
2.

27
a  (

0.
63

)
16

7 
(2

)
3.

52
b  

(0
.4

4)
14

4 
(1

)
3.

59
b  

(0
.4

1)
15

1 
(2

)
3.

65
b  

(0
.3

7)
M

or
al

 
di

se
ng

ag
em

en
t o

f 
te

ac
he

r

63
7

1.
59

 (0
.8

0)
17

5
2.

71
a  (

0.
64

)
16

7 
(1

)
1.

26
b,

c  (
0.

34
)

14
4 

(4
)

1.
12

b,
d  

(0
.2

0)
15

1 
(4

)
1.

12
b,

d  
(0

.2
2)

W
illi

ng
ne

ss
 to

 
re

po
rt

 b
ul

ly
in

g
63

6
3.

68
 (0

.6
4)

17
5 

(4
)

3.
69

 (0
.6

6)
16

6
3.

52
a  (

0.
80

)
14

4
3.

74
b  

(0
.5

3)
15

1 
(3

)
3.

79
b  

(0
.4

6)

P
ro

-b
ul

ly
in

g 
be

ha
vi

or
s

63
8

1.
90

 (0
.7

7)
17

6
2.

43
a  (

0.
77

)
16

7
1.

85
b,

c  (
0.

73
)

14
4 

(1
)

1.
65

b  
(0

.6
4)

15
1 

(1
)

1.
58

b,
d  

(0
.5

6)

D
ef

en
di

ng
63

7
2.

97
 (0

.9
2)

17
6

2.
62

a  (
0.

95
)

16
7

3.
02

b  
(0

.8
5)

14
4

3.
06

b  
(0

.9
3)

15
0

3.
21

b  
(0

.8
5)

V
ic

tim
iz

at
io

n
63

4
1.

99
 (0

.9
3)

17
5

2.
39

a  (
1.

03
)

16
5

1.
99

b  
(0

.8
7)

14
4

1.
74

b  
(0

.8
2)

15
0

1.
75

b  
(0

.8
2)

O
ut

si
de

r 
be

ha
vi

or
s

63
5

2.
44

 (0
.9

3)
17

5
2.

39
 (0

.9
6)

16
6

2.
43

 (0
.9

0)
14

3
2.

47
 (0

.9
8)

15
1

2.
48

 (0
.8

7)

Fo
r 

ea
ch

 o
ut

co
m

e,
 s

up
er

sc
rip

t l
ow

er
ca

se
 le

tt
er

s 
a,

 b
, c

, d
, s

ho
w

 w
hi

ch
 m

ea
ns

 s
ig

ni
fic

an
tly

 d
iff

er
 fr

om
 e

ac
h 

ot
he

r 
ba

se
d 

on
 p

la
nn

ed
 o

r 
po

st
 h

oc
 c

om
pa

ris
on

s.
 1

 =
 p

er
ce

iv
ed

 g
en

er
al

 a
tt

itu
de

 to
w

ar
d 

bu
lly

in
g 

of
 th

e 
hy

po
th

et
ic

al
 te

ac
he

r;
 

2 
=

 p
er

ce
iv

ed
 a

tt
itu

de
s 

to
w

ar
d 

bu
lly

in
g 

of
 th

e 
hy

po
th

et
ic

al
 te

ac
he

r;
 3

 =
 p

er
ce

iv
ed

 m
or

al
 d

is
en

ga
ge

m
en

t r
eg

ar
di

ng
 b

ul
ly

in
g 

of
 th

e 
hy

po
th

et
ic

al
 te

ac
he

r;
 4

 =
 w

illi
ng

ne
ss

 to
 r

ep
or

t b
ul

ly
in

g 
to

 th
e 

hy
po

th
et

ic
al

 te
ac

he
r;

 5
 =

 e
xp

ec
ta

tio
ns

 
re

ga
rd

in
g 

pr
o-

bu
lly

in
g 

be
ha

vi
or

s 
in

 th
e 

vi
gn

et
te

’s
 c

la
ss

; 6
 =

 e
xp

ec
ta

tio
ns

 r
eg

ar
di

ng
 d

ef
en

di
ng

 in
 th

e 
vi

gn
et

te
’s

 c
la

ss
; 7

 =
 e

xp
ec

ta
tio

ns
 r

eg
ar

di
ng

 v
ic

tim
iz

at
io

n 
in

 th
e 

vi
gn

et
te

’s
 c

la
ss

; a
nd

 8
 =

 e
xp

ec
ta

tio
ns

 r
eg

ar
di

ng
 o

ut
si

de
r 

be
ha

vi
or

s 
in

 
th

e 
vi

gn
et

te
’s

 c
la

ss
; O

ut
, o

ut
lie

rs
.

104

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Demol et al. Teacher Responses Influence Student Cognitions

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 10 December 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 592582

p = 0.051; Mhypo.girls = 2.88, SE = 0.95, Mhypo.boys = 3.00, SE = 0.95]. 
Second, in the total sample, students did not expect significantly 
(at alpha 0.002) less pro-bullying behaviors in the condition 
where the teacher both Comforted the Victim and Corrected 
the Bully compared to the condition in which only the Victim 
was Comforted [∆M  =  −0.25, SE  =  0.07, p  =  0.003, 99% 
CI  =  (−0.47, −0.03)].

DISCUSSION

Bullying affects students worldwide and is associated with a 
wide range of short- and long-term difficulties, especially for 
victims (Arseneault, 2018). As bullying is often embedded in 
classrooms, teachers are considered to be key figures in bullying 
intervention (Brendgen and Troop-Gordon, 2015). A limited 
number of studies have shown that by their responses to 
bullying incidents, teachers can affect bullying levels in their 
classrooms (e.g., van der Zanden et  al., 2015; Campaert et  al., 
2017). To get further insight in how teacher responses predict 
bullying, scholars have pointed to different student social 
cognitions related with bullying processes that could be impacted 
by teacher responses (Troop-Gordon and Quenette, 2010; 
Menesini, 2019). However, thus far, only a few studies, of 
which most are correlational, have examined effects of teacher 
responses on student cognitions. This study aimed to fill this 
gap and to provide insight in whether and how teacher responses 
to bullying influence students’ cognitions, which, in turn, can 
be  assumed to explain students’ bullying-related behaviors. 
Experimental vignettes were used to investigate the effects of 
four teacher responses to a same bullying incident (Non-response, 
Comforting Victim, Correcting Bully, and a combination of 
Comforting Victim and Correcting Bully) on four student social 
cognitions: (1) perceived teacher attitudes toward bullying, (2) 
perceived teacher moral disengagement regarding bullying, (3) 
student willingness to report bullying to the teacher, and (4) 
expectations regarding bullying participant role behaviors in 
the vignette’s classroom.

Based on socio-cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986), students 
were expected to cognitively process teacher responses to 
bullying and to take different cues from them. First, students 
were expected to make interpretations regarding the teacher’s 
attitudes toward bullying. Building on theory and previous 
research (Veenstra et  al., 2014; van der Zanden et  al., 2015; 
Demol et  al., in revision), it was hypothesized that students 
would perceive stronger anti-bullying attitudes when the 
hypothetical teacher actively responded to the bullying. 
Further, it was hypothesized that even stronger anti-bullying 
attitudes would be  perceived when the teacher corrected 
the bully. The results confirmed the hypotheses and provided 
further support for previous findings. Our findings suggest 
that when teachers actively respond to bullying and especially 
when they confront bullies, students perceive stronger teacher 
anti-bullying attitudes. Conversely, when teachers do not 
respond, students may get the impression that teachers 
condone bullying or that they do not care about it. Based 
on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), perceived teacher 

attitudes can be  assumed to inform students about teachers’ 
expectations regarding acceptable behavior in class which 
may predict students’ own behavior. This is in line with 
previous research showing that students’ perceptions of 
teachers’ bullying attitudes were longitudinally related with 
bullying levels (Saarento et al., 2015a) and concurrently with 
victimization levels (Saarento et  al., 2013; Cortes and 
Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014). Additionally, weaker teacher anti-
bullying attitudes as perceived by victims might be associated 
with more victimization as victims are less inclined to seek 
help from these teachers (Blomqvist et  al., 2020).

A second cue that students were expected to take concerned 
teacher’s moral disengagement regarding bullying. No previous 
studies were available, but based on the expectations regarding 
perceived teacher attitudes, students were expected to perceive 
less moral disengagement in the hypothetical teacher who 
actively responded. This effect was also expected to be stronger 
when the bully was corrected. These hypotheses were confirmed 
and complement the findings of Campaert et  al. (2017) who 
showed that teacher responses are predictive for students’ 
own levels of moral disengagement in bullying. Based on 
social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), it can be  expected 
that when students perceive from teacher responses that 
teachers justify bullying, blame victims, or undermine the 
seriousness of bullying, students could reason about bullying 
the same way. This is problematic as research has shown 
students’ moral disengagement regarding bullying is significantly 
related with aggressive behavior (Gini et  al., 2014). Instead, 
when students understand moral principles and know that 
there is no valid justification for bullying, they can be protected 
from bullying (Zych et  al., 2017). Therefore, teachers should 
model behavior that promotes social, emotional, and moral 
competencies in students (Zych et  al., 2017).

Third, based on previous research (e.g., Aceves et  al., 
2010; Blomqvist et  al., 2020), students’ willingness to report 
bullying to the hypothetical teacher was expected to be higher 
when the teacher actively responded to the bullying. This 
effect was also expected to be  stronger when the teacher 
corrected the bully (Veenstra et  al., 2014; Blomqvist et  al., 
2020). We found that students’ willingness to report bullying 
to the teacher was high in all four conditions. It seems 
that most students, as bystanders, considered it as their 
duty to report bullying to teachers, regardless of the teacher’s 
response in the vignette. It is a positive finding that students’ 
telling about bullying was high as this has been found to 
be an important predictor of teacher involvement in bullying 
(Novick and Isaacs, 2010) and as classrooms with higher 
willingness to report bullying have lower levels of victimization 
(Cortes and Kochenderfer-Ladd, 2014). However, students’ 
responses to this outcome might have been influenced by 
social desirability as the social norm is to stand up in case 
of aggression. Although, unexpectedly, willingness to report 
bullying was not higher when the teacher actively responded 
compared to non-response, differences between the active 
responses confirmed that students would be  more willing 
to report bullying when the teacher corrected the bully 
than when only the victim was comforted. When teachers 
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confront bullies, they explicitly show that they try to stop 
bullying (Veenstra et  al., 2014) and that might be  key for 
students willing to report. However, it is important to consider 
that bystanders’ intentions to report bullying were investigated. 
Findings could be  different for victims. For instance, fear 
of retaliation, which could be  particularly pronounced in 
victims, could predict less willingness to report bullying to 
teachers especially when they direct responses to bullies 
(Yoon and Barton, 2008).

The fourth and last investigated cognition was students’ 
expectations regarding participant role behaviors in bullying 
in the vignette’s class. Based on previous research, Yoon and 
Bauman (2014) argued that by their responses to bullying, 
teachers can set expectations for potential bullies, victims, 
and other students’ future behaviors and the relational climate 
in class. Therefore, it was hypothesized that when the teacher 
actively responded, students would expect less pro-bullying 
behaviors, more defending, less victimization, and less outsider 
behaviors. Due to the unavailability of previous research, 
differences between the active responses were explored. In 
line with the hypotheses, students expected less pro-bullying 
behaviors, more defending and less victimization in the 
classroom when the teacher actively responded. For outsider 
behaviors, there were no significant differences between any 
responses. Further, there were no significant differences between 
the active responses regarding expectations for defending and 
victimization. Less pro-bullying behaviors were expected when 
the teacher both comforted the victim and corrected the 
bully vs. when only the victim was comforted, but this 
difference was not significant in the analyses on the total 
sample. Together these findings indicate that students do 
think that active teacher responses have beneficial effects on 
bullying processes in classrooms. Students do expect less 
bullying, more defending and less victimization following 
active teacher responses. This is in line with the findings 
from Campaert et  al. (2017) showing that non-response 
predicted higher bullying and victimization, and disciplinary 
sanctions and victim support predicted less bullying and 
victimization respectively.

Finally, it was explored whether students’ own levels of 
different participant role behaviors moderated the effect of 
teacher responses on their cognitions. Due to the unavailability 
of previous research, it was only tentatively expected that for 
relatively higher levels of victimization and defending, the effect 
of teacher response would be  stronger. For relatively higher 
levels of pro-bullying behaviors (i.e., bullying, assisting, and 
reinforcing), the effect of teacher response was expected to 
be less strong. These expectations were not confirmed. Although, 
in this study, no moderating effects of students’ own bullying 
participant role behaviors on their cognitions were found, it 
is possible that students’ cognitions about actual teacher responses 
are affected by individual characteristics such as their bullying-
related behaviors and beliefs.

To conclude, first, the results of the current study are in 
line with social cognitive (Bandura, 1986) and goal-framing 
theory (Veenstra et al., 2014) and confirm findings by Demol 
et  al. (in revision) showing that students can deduce beliefs 

from an imaginary teacher’s behavior. Second, in the current 
study, non-response was also found to have important effects 
on students’ beliefs indicating that it should actually 
be  considered as a response. Our findings indicate that 
students believe that a non-responding teacher thinks less 
negatively about bullying and justifies it more. In addition, 
our study suggests that students believe that non-response, 
compared to active responses, would have adverse effects 
on bullying processes in the classroom (i.e., more bullying 
and victimization, less defending). Third, a confronting 
response directed to the bully (correcting) had a stronger 
effect on students’ cognitions than a supporting response 
directed to the victim (comforting). Students perceived even 
stronger anti-bullying attitudes and even less moral 
disengagement when the teacher corrected the bully. Further, 
when the teacher corrected the bully, students were more 
willing to report bullying to the teacher. Overall, this study 
found clear evidence for effects of teacher responses on 
student perceptions about the teacher and about classroom 
dynamics. However, evidence regarding effects on students 
themselves, more specifically on their willingness to report 
bullying, was less clear.

Strengths, Limitations, and Suggestions 
for Future Research
The current study used experimental vignettes to investigate 
whether and how teacher responses to bullying influence different 
bullying-related student cognitions in a large sample of upper 
elementary school students. The design, including the use of 
a vignette, permitted to manipulate teacher responses without 
interfering in reality and to draw causal conclusions. The 
statistical analyses took into account several characteristics of 
the data (e.g., Cohen’s d for unequal-n design, post hoc 
comparisons with Games-Howell procedure), controlled for 
multiple testing and sensitivity analyses largely confirmed the 
findings. However, the study also has a number of limitations 
that are worth noticing. First, as hypothetical stories were used, 
students’ cognitions should also be  interpreted as hypothetical 
reactions. It is not certain that students’ cognitions following 
actual bullying and actual teacher responses would be  similar. 
This study included credibility and recognizability checks to 
verify whether the bullying incident and teacher’s response 
were credible and recognizable for students. If so, the likelihood 
that the cognitions would reflect real life cognitions would 
be  higher. Almost all students perceived the bullying incident 
as credible, but the teacher’s non-response was perceived to 
be  less credible than the active responses. Additionally, 
non-response was less recognizable to the students. As a result, 
students’ cognitions following non-response could be less realistic. 
Although the use of experimental vignettes has several merits, 
observational studies, preferably longitudinal, are needed to 
confirm findings in actual classrooms.

Second, as students were randomly assigned to conditions, 
the risks that individual- and class-level factors influenced the 
findings were reduced. However, in future research, it could 
be  interesting to investigate main and moderating effects of 
these factors on students’ cognitions (e.g., students’ own attitudes 
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toward bullying, classroom bullying levels, actual teacher’s 
responses to bullying).

Third, although the investigated teacher responses were 
carefully selected based on previous studies, the study is limited 
in that only four different immediate teacher responses were 
investigated. The results of this study should be  interpreted 
in relation to these specific responses and should not 
be  generalized to other responses. Future studies could focus 
on other responses (e.g., involving others, mediation) or 
investigate responses in a more differentiated way (e.g., different 
responses targeting the bully; see Garandeau et  al., 2016).

Practical Implications
First, it is important for teachers to realize that students can 
deduce beliefs from their observations of teacher responses to 
bullying. These beliefs or student cognitions, in turn, can affect 
bullying processes in the classroom for better or worse. For 
instance, when students perceive from teachers’ non-response 
that their teachers do not disapprove of bullying, they can 
be  more likely to engage in bullying (Saarento et  al., 2013).

Second, the present findings further emphasize the 
importance of active teacher responses to bullying and 
especially responses that explicitly show that bullying is not 
tolerated. Teacher responses are an important part of bullying 
intervention (Yoon and Bauman, 2014). However, previous 
research has indicated that sometimes teachers do not intervene 
and that they are often ill-prepared to effectively deal with 
bullying (Yoon and Bauman, 2014). Teacher training could 
focus on several aspects that have been found to increase 
chances of teacher intervention such as recognizing bullying 
situations and teacher’s self-efficacy beliefs (for an overview, 
see Newman et  al., 2010).
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This study investigated pre-service teachers’ evaluations, reactions, and interventions

with regard to interethnic exclusion scenarios in Germany. More specifically, we focused

on pre-service teachers (N = 145, 99 female, Mage= 21.34) in the role of observers

of exclusion among students. Using hypothetical scenarios in which either a German

or a Turkish boy was excluded by other children of his class, we assessed teachers’

evaluations of this exclusion behavior. This included evaluating how likely teachers

were to intervene in the situation and what they would specifically do. The aim of

this research was to examine whether the origin of an excluded student represents

a relevant category for teachers’ evaluations of and reactions to social exclusion. In

addition, we aimed to determine whether teachers include aspects related to group

functioning in their considerations. The analyses demonstrated that teachers generally

reject social exclusion, with female participants rejecting exclusion even more than male

participants. Further, participants evaluated the exclusion of a Turkish protagonist as

more reprehensible than the exclusion of a German protagonist. Regarding the likelihood

of intervention, the origin of the excluded person was only relevant for male participants;

i.e., they were less likely to intervene when the excluded person was German than

when the excluded person was Turkish. Analyses of teachers’ reasoning revealed their

strong focus on inclusion as a social norm, especially in cases of interethnic exclusion.

That is, when participants reasoned about the exclusion of the Turkish protagonist,

they referred to the social norm of inclusion much more than when talking about the

German protagonist. In contrast, aspects related to group functioning were scarcely

of importance. In terms of the specific actions that participants would undertake as a

reaction to the exclusion situation, no differences related to the origin of the excluded

person were found. Hence, the origin of the excluded person factored into both the

evaluation of the exclusion and the likelihood of intervention, but once the decision to

intervene was made, there were no differences in the specific actions. The results are

discussed in light of practical implications and teacher training as well as in terms of

implications for future research.

Keywords: social exclusion, interethnic exclusion, intergroup exclusion, teacher reactions, teacher evaluations,

intergroup processes
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INTRODUCTION

The German educational system—as many others in Western
Europe and the United States—has a student population with
very heterogeneous cultural backgrounds. Germany has been an
immigration country for at least half a century (Oltmer, 2017). As
a result, the general population and, thus, the student body are
characterized by considerable cultural diversity. Unfortunately,
Germany has not been overly successful in achieving integration
and educational equality so far. Even though some positive
development has been noted in recent years, research has
extensively demonstrated that students from ethnic minorities
experience various disadvantages in the educational system
(Müller and Ehmke, 2016; Weis et al., 2019). For instance, they
are overrepresented in lower school tracks and underrepresented
in higher school tracks (Baumert and Schümer, 2002; Kristen and
Granato, 2007); they drop out of school more often (Rumberger,
1995); they are recommended for lower school tracks more often
(Glock et al., 2015), and their academic achievement tends to
be lower than that of their native peers (Walter, 2009; Klieme
et al., 2010). While a seminal body of research has focused on
achievement-related disparities, little is known about the social
situation of immigrants in the educational system. For instance,
do students from ethnic minorities face more social exclusion in
peer interactions than their native peers? Are they socially well
integrated into their peer group? And what roles do teachers play
in this context?

While the study of interethnic friendships has a somewhat
longer tradition (Reinders, 2004; Schacht et al., 2014), in recent
years, research has started to investigate exclusion behavior
among students in the context of interethnic group processes.
As a result, research from Germany has recurrently shown that
students are much more likely to choose peers of the same race
as a friend than peers from another race (e.g., Kalter and Kruse,
2015; Schachner et al., 2016). This holds especially for close
friendships (Winkler et al., 2011) and is particularly evident for
children of Turkish origin (Schachner et al., 2016; Carol and
Leszczensky, 2019). In addition, it has been shown that social
exclusion often happens based on group memberships such as
race or ethnicity (Killen and Stangor, 2001; Killen et al., 2010;
Abrams and Killen, 2014; Hitti and Killen, 2015). Additionally,
minority groups are especially likely to be confronted with
stereotypical mindsets and behavior, which can also result in
the exclusion of students from ethnic minorities (Killen et al.,
2013). In line with these findings, belonging to an ethnic minority
has been identified as a risk factor for exclusion among peers.
Plenty and Jonsson (2017), for instance, investigated social
exclusion among adolescents and found that students from
ethnic minorities were rejected more than majority youth.

What remains unclear is the role of teachers in this context.
In general, teachers can have a strong impact on their students’
attitudes and behavior. For instance, they establish rules that
indicate which behaviors are acceptable in class and which
are not. They are important role models for their students,
especially when it comes to ethnic topics (Evans, 1992). Thus,
how they interact with their students is particularly important.
With the way teachers behave, they transmit their attitudes and

beliefs (Muntoni and Retelsdorf, 2020). Through their behavior
they transmit both explicit and implicit messages about their
attitudes related to the importance of inclusion and diversity in
schools (Cooley et al., 2016). In this way, teachers’ reactions and
responses to interethnic social exclusion can have an impact on
their students’ attitudes and behavior. For instance, in a study
that Verkuyten and Thijs (2002b) conducted in the Netherlands
with students aged between 10 and 13 years old, youth from
ethnic minorities reported less exclusion and dismissive behavior
when they believed that they could confide in their teacher and
when they believed that their teacher would take action if they
told him or her that they had been treated unfairly. Thus, it can
be assumed that teachers’ commitment to addressing intergroup
exclusion issues and their engagement in explicit discussions
about the importance of inclusion have positive effects on their
students’ intergroup attitudes and behavioral tendencies related
to inclusion or exclusion (Cooley et al., 2016). That is, the
way teachers react to interethnic exclusion situations forms and
impacts their students’ attitudes and behavior in a subtle way. In
this way, teachers can contribute to students’ moral development
and help them understandmoral norms such as equality, fairness,
and inclusion (Cooley et al., 2016). As teachers play such an
important role in their class’s social system, especially in the
context of interethnic group processes, and as their behaviors can
contribute to positive or negative intergroup dynamics, research
is needed on teachers’ responses to interethnic exclusion (i.e.,
social exclusion including students from different ethnicities) in
order to better understand the social climate in classrooms.

Although there is only little research on teachers’ reactions to
exclusion, there are some studies that focus on teachers’ responses
to bullying which include exclusion behavior (Yoon and Kerber,
2003; Bauman and Del Rio, 2006; Shur, 2006). However, we are
not aware of any research that has examined teachers’ reactions
to interethnic exclusion among students. Therefore, many open
questions remain: How do teachers evaluate interethnic exclusion
and how do they deal with it? Are their evaluations of exclusion
biased depending on the ethnic origin of the excluded person? Do
such biases influence their behavioral tendencies?

Teachers’ Evaluations of Students
A considerable part of a teacher’s work involves evaluating
students. In the context of achievement-related evaluations, it
has been shown that teachers’ judgments are often biased by
irrelevant aspects related to their students (Glock, 2016; Holder
and Kessels, 2017). Although teachers use relevant information
about their students, their judgments or evaluations are often
biased by information that, in fact, should be irrelevant for the
respective judgment, such as a student’s ethnicity (McCombs
and Gay, 1988; Parks and Kennedy, 2007; Bonefeld et al., 2017).
This has been shown for pre-service teachers as well as for in-
service teachers (Glock et al., 2015; Bonefeld and Dickhäuser,
2018; Bonefeld and Karst, 2020; Bonefeld et al., 2020). Whereas,
teachers’ biased evaluations have been intensively investigated
in the context of grading or other achievement-related aspects,
it remains unclear whether ethnic origin is also relevant for
teachers’ judgments about social interactions, particularly in the
context of social exclusion. Little is known about how teachers
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perceive, evaluate, and react to interethnic exclusion. As reactions
to social exclusion might already be an important topic in teacher
training, the current study investigates pre-service teachers’
reactions to interethnic exclusion scenarios in Germany.

Although teachers’ evaluations of their students are affected
by the characteristics of the students, their own characteristics
can also be important in this context (Südkamp et al., 2017).
For example, a teacher’s gender might be a relevant characteristic
which has an impact on the evaluation of social exclusion.
Previous research has shown that females (children, adolescents,
and adults) tend to oppose exclusion more strongly than males
(e.g., Killen and Stangor, 2001; Horn, 2003; Beißert et al.,
2019). One reason for this could be gender-specific socialization.
Typically, girls’ socialization has a stronger focus on harmony,
caring behavior, and the avoidance of interpersonal struggles
(Cross and Madson, 1997; Zahn-Waxler, 2000). Further, parents
have been shown to address the harmful consequences of
aggressive behavior muchmore in the education of girls than that
of boys, leading to enhanced empathy in girls compared to boys
(Smetana, 1989). Based on these gender-specific socialization
aspects, females might feel a stronger need to prevent exclusion
and promote inclusion and, thus, might also be more likely to
intervene in exclusion situations. In the current study, we want
to examine whether these gender effects can also be found in
teachers’ reactions to social exclusion among students.

Further, a teacher’s own immigration history might be
particularly relevant for their evaluation of interethnic social
exclusion. Prior research on teachers’ attitudes has shown that
teachers’ own immigration history influences their evaluations
regarding students of different ethnicities (Kleen et al., 2019). In
terms of social exclusion, having an immigration history in the
family might, for instance, enhance a teacher’s empathy with an
excluded student who is from an ethnic minority. Thus, research
on interethnic exclusion should always take into account the
participants’ own immigration history.

Intergroup Processes and Social Exclusion
It is in the nature of humans to organize the social world
into categories (Brewer, 2001). Just as we classify plants and
animals into taxonomies based on their typical characteristics,
we classify people into groups. Categories help us to simplify
and organize our complex world. This process of classifying
people into groups is called social categorization. Whenever
we perform such categorizations, we also differentiate between
ingroup (a group to which we psychologically identify as being a
member) and outgroup (a group with which we do not identify).
According to social identity theory, people define their social
identity based on group memberships (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel and
Turner, 1979). Against this background and with a view to
achieving a positive social identity, people desire to identify with
and belong to social groups seen as superior to others (Tajfel,
1982). Group members compare their ingroup to outgroups
and positively define their ingroup to maintain their status
(Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel and Turner, 1986). This preference for the
ingroup is called ingroup favoritism or ingroup bias; it results
in preferences that favor or promote the ingroup’s status, often
at the expense of other groups (Turner et al., 1979). Given

this general tendency to prefer ingroup members and depreciate
outgroup members, it is not surprising that exclusion is often
based on group memberships such as race or ethnicity, and that
ingroup-outgroup processes affect the evaluation of exclusion
situations (Dovidio et al., 2005; Hitti et al., 2011; Killen et al.,
2013). Furthermore, when children and adolescents have to
justify exclusion, they often cite reasons related to smooth group
functioning (Hitti et al., 2011; Mulvey, 2016). Hence, it is not
only “raw” ingroup favoritism that promotes the exclusion of
outgroup members. In many instances, children and adolescents
expect outgroupmembers to have a negative impact on the group
functioning within their ingroup.

There is extensive research demonstrating the role of ingroup-
outgroup processes and group functioning for exclusion among
children and adolescents. However, it remains unclear whether
teachers’ evaluations of student exclusion are also affected by
intergroup processes such as ingroup favoritism. Furthermore,
it is unclear whether teachers, as observers, also consider group
functioning aspects when evaluating interethnic social exclusion
among their students.

Current Study
The current study investigated German pre-service teachers’
reactions to interethnic exclusion scenarios. More precisely,
we focused on pre-service teachers in the role of observers
of exclusion among students and examined their evaluations
of these situations as well as their hypothetical interventions.
The study aimed to shed light on the question of whether
teachers’ evaluations of interethnic exclusion situations are
biased by ingroup-outgroup processes based on ethnicity. More
specifically, we analyzed whether the ethnic origin of an excluded
student represents a relevant category for teachers’ evaluations
and reactions, and whether they include group functioning
aspects in their considerations. In our study, we focused on
students with Turkish roots because they are the largest ethnic
minority in Germany (DESTATIS, 2016). Further, Turkish
students are a very important group because research has shown
that negative attitudes about Turkish people are widespread in
Germany (Glock et al., 2013; Glock and Karbach, 2015; Bonefeld
and Karst, 2020). In order to examine the aforementioned issues,
the current study used hypothetical exclusion scenarios in which
the excluded protagonist was either a Turkish student or a
German student. We assessed how pre-service teachers evaluated
the exclusion scenario as well as how likely they would intervene
in such a situation and how they would specifically react.

Hypotheses and Research Questions
Evaluation of Exclusion
Given that the need to belong and be accepted by others is a
fundamental human need (Baumeister and Leary, 1995), it is not
surprising that children, adolescents (Killen and Rutland, 2011),
and adults (Beißert et al., 2019) typically reject exclusion. Thus,
we expected a strong general tendency to reject exclusion (right-
skewed distribution) across both protagonists. However, given
the importance of intergroup processes—more precisely ingroup
favoritism—in social situations, we assumed that the participants
would evaluate the exclusion of a German protagonist (ingroup
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member) as more reprehensible than the exclusion of a Turkish
protagonist (outgroupmember). Further, based on prior research
with children and adolescents as well as on considerations related
to gender-specific socialization, we expected females to generally
reject exclusion more strongly—independently of the origin of
the protagonist.

Likelihood of Intervention
It was an open question as to whether participants would
differ in their reactions to the exclusion scenario depending on
the respective protagonist (German vs. Turkish). For instance,
were they more or less likely to intervene in situations with
one protagonist or with the other? And when they decided to
intervene or not, would their considerations differ depending on
the excluded person?

Specific Actions
Our ultimate objective was to explore how exactly pre-service
teachers would react to the exclusion situation and whether
their specific actions would differ based on the origin of the
excluded protagonist.

METHODS

Participants
The study included 145 pre-service teachers (99 female, Mage

= 21.34, SD = 2.13) from various school tracks who were
students at a university in the southwest of Germany. Within
this sample, 58% of the participants had completed a school
teaching internship as a mandatory part of their program.
Sixteen of the participants had an immigration history in their
family (i.e., at least one parent was born in a country other
than Germany), but all participants were born in Germany.
Three participants were excluded from the analyses because
they had a Turkish background and, thus, the outgroup
manipulation in the scenarios would not have worked for them.
Participation was voluntary and informed consent was obtained
from all participants.

Design and Procedures
The study was conducted in a research lab at the participants’
university. The participants were recruited personally on campus.
Additionally, flyers and posters advertising the study were
distributed on campus. After arriving in the lab, the participants
were seated in front of a computer screen. They were informed
that they were participating in a study about social issues in
school. Before the assessments started, they were informed of
their data protection rights and learned that participation in the
study was anonymous and voluntary, and that there were no
disadvantages if they decided not to participate or leave the study
early without completing it. Participants had to confirm that
they understood the information and were willing to participate
in the study. The study took approximately 10min per person,
and the participants were given a cupcake as an incentive
for participation.

The participants completed a computer-based survey
including a questionnaire collecting demographical information

and were then presented with a hypothetical scenario in
which one student was excluded from a learning group by
his classmates. The excluded protagonist had either a typical
German or a typical Turkish name. The names used in the
scenario had been pretested in a former study by Bonefeld and
Dickhäuser (2018). The exact wording of the scenario was as
follows: “While packing up after class (grade 71), you observe some
students making an appointment to study together. Max/Murat
would like to join the learning group. The other students tell him
that he can’t join.”

The study used a between-subjects design, and the participants
were randomly assigned to the experimental conditions (71 were
assigned the version with the German protagonist, 74 the version
with the Turkish protagonist).

Measures
The participants’ evaluations of the exclusion scenario were
assessed with a scale consisting of three items on a seven-point
Likert-type scale. The participants were asked to indicate how
(1) not okay/okay, (2) unfair/fair, and (3) unjustifiable/justifiable
they evaluated the scenario. A score was created indicating a
participant’s evaluation of the exclusion based on these three
items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84). High numbers indicate high
acceptability of exclusion; low numbers indicate strong rejection
of exclusion.

Additionally, participants were asked how likely it was that
they would intervene in the situation if it happened in their class.
This was also assessed using a seven-point Likert-type scale (very
unlikely to very likely). Further, they were asked to justify their
decision and to indicate what specifically they would have done
(open-ended questions).

Coding of Open-Ended Questions
The coding systems for the open-ended questions (justification
of likelihood of intervention, specific actions) were inductively
developed from the surveys themselves (see Tables 1, 2 for
an overview and examples). To prevent a loss of important
information, coders were allowed to code up to three relevant
justifications for each statement (if necessary). Coding was
completed by two independent coders. On the basis of 25% of the
interviews, interrater reliability was high, with Cohen’s kappa =
0.85 for the justifications of the likelihood of intervention, and
kappa = 0.95 for the specific actions. We included the most-
used categories (all of which were used by more than 10% of the
participants) in the analyses here.

RESULTS

Data Analyses
Univariate ANOVAs were used to test for differences in the
evaluation of exclusion and the likelihood of intervention
between the two different experimental conditions (German
protagonist vs. Turkish protagonist). Repeated-measures
ANOVAs were used for analyses on the justifications of the
decisions and on the specific actions. In order to test for

1In Germany, students in seventh grade are typically around thirteen years of age.
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TABLE 1 | Coding system for justifications of likelihood of intervention and

frequencies for each category.

Category Example N

Need for information “I would intervene in order to find
out why they didn’t let him join
the group.“

22

Children’s autonomy “It’s the children’s’ choice who to
include or not”

20

Group functioning “If they don’t like him, studying
together wouldn’t work well.”

11

Empathy for the victim “I would intervene because the
excluded person would be very
sad.”

17

Social norm of inclusion “Because exclusion is generally
not ok!”, “Everybody should get
a chance to participate.”

65

Class-oriented perspective “It is better for the sense of
community to impede exclusion.”

10

Other Meaningful, but single

statements

7

Undifferentiated Meaningless statements 21

N = number of cases.

TABLE 2 | Coding system for specific actions and frequencies for each category.

Category Example N

Ask for reasons “I would ask them why they
excluded the student.”

80

Help to find

inclusion-oriented

solution

“I would talk with the group and
help them find a common
solution.“

30

Explain norm of

inclusion

“I would explain to them that it is
not ok to exclude others.”

16

Find alternative solution

for excluded student

“I would stand by the student
and help him find another
group.”

53

Class-based

intervention

“I would have a general
conversation about inclusion and
exclusion with the whole class
without blaming anyone directly.”

15

Other Meaningful, but single

statements

7

Undifferentiated Meaningless statements 1

N = number of cases.

differences between male and female teachers, the variable
gender was included in all analyses. As participants’ own ethnic
background might influence their responses and reactions, their
family immigration history was included in all analyses as a
control variable.

Evaluation of Exclusion
As expected, we found a general tendency to reject exclusion
across both protagonists, i.e., a right-skewed distribution on the
evaluation scale with a skewness of 1.43 (SE = 0.20), a mean of

1.95 (SD = 1.08), mode = 1.0, and median = 1.67. See Figure 1,
for the distribution of the means of the evaluation scale.

In order to test for differences in the evaluation of exclusion
between the two protagonists, a 2 (protagonist: German, Turkish)
× 2 (gender: male, female) univariate ANOVA was conducted
with the participants’ immigration history as a covariate. The
results revealed a main effect of the protagonist, F(1, 141) =

19.72, p < 0.001, ηp
2
= 0.12; see Figure 2. In contrast to our

expectations, the participants evaluated the exclusion of the
Turkish protagonist as more reprehensible (M= 1.64, SD= 0.78)
than the exclusion of the German protagonist (M = 2.28, SD
= 1.24). Further, as expected, a main effect of the participants’
gender was found, F(1, 141) = 14.71, p = 0.001, ηp

2
= 0.10,

revealing that female participants rejected exclusion generally
more strongly (M = 1.76, SD = 0.94) than male participants
(M = 2.36, SD = 1.23). No effects of participants’ immigration
history were found. No interaction effects were found.

Likelihood of Intervention
In a next step, we analyzed differences in the participants’
likelihood to intervene in such a situation by conducting a
2 (protagonist: German, Turkish) × 2 (gender: male, female)
univariate ANOVA with participants’ immigration history as a
covariate. No main effects were revealed. However, a significant
interaction of participants’ gender and the protagonist was
revealed, F(1, 140) = 4.39, p = 0.038, ηp

2
= 0.03. Specifically,

male participants were less likely to intervene in the condition
with the German protagonist than in the condition with the
Turkish protagonist (p= 0.024), whereas female participants did
not differ between the two conditions (p= 0.710); see Figure 2.

Justification of Likelihood of Intervention
Analyses were conducted on the participants’ reasoning based
on the proportional use of the targeted justification codes (all
of which were used by more than 10% of the participants). The
resulting codes were: “social norm of inclusion,” “empathy for
the victim,” “need for information,” and “children’s autonomy.”
ANOVAs provide appropriate frameworks for performing
repeated-measures reasoning analyses because they are robust
to the problem of empty cells, whereas other data analytical
procedures require cumbersome data manipulation to adjust
for empty cells [see Posada and Wainryb (2008), for a
more extensive explanation and justification of this data
analytical approach].

In order to test for differences in participants’ justifications
based on the origin of the protagonist, a 2 (protagonist: German,
Turkish) × 4 (justification: social norm of inclusion, empathy
for the victim, need for information, children’s autonomy,) × 2
(gender: male, female) ANOVA was run with repeated measures
on the factor “justification” and with participants’ immigration
history as a covariate.

We found a main effect of justification F(2.50, 342.96) =

12.23, p< 0.001, ηp
2
= 0.08. TheGreenhouse-Geisser adjustment

method was used to correct violations of sphericity. The analyses
revealed that justifications referring to the social norm of
inclusion were used much more frequently than any other type
of justification (ps ≤ 0.001). This main effect was qualified by a
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FIGURE 1 | Distribution of the means of the evaluation scale. Note: The scale was created by combining the three evaluation items (not okay/okay, unfair/fair,

unjustifiable/justifiable) indicating a participant’s evaluation of the exclusion. High numbers indicate high acceptability of exclusion; low numbers indicate strong

rejection of exclusion.

FIGURE 2 | Likelihood of intervention as a function of participants’ gender and origin of the protagonist. Note: High numbers indicate a high likelihood to intervene into

the situation.

significant interaction effect of justification and the protagonist,
F(2.50, 342.96) = 3.02, p = 0.039, ηp

2
= 0.02. This meant

that this justification was used more often than any of the
other types of justifications only when referring to the Turkish
protagonist, p < 0.001. When the participants referred to the
German protagonist, there were no differences in the use of
justifications. Additionally, comparisons revealed that this type
of justification was used considerably more often when referring

to the Turkish protagonist (M = 0.50, SD = 0.48), than when
referring to the German protagonist (M = 0.31, SD = 0.44), p
= 0.018.

Further, there was an interaction effect of gender and
justification, F(2.50, 342.96) = 6.09, p = 0.001, ηp

2
= 0.04,

revealing that female participants (M = 0.48, SD = 0.47)
used justifications referring to the social norm of inclusion
much more often than male participants (M = 0.24, SD =
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TABLE 3 | Proportional use of justifications for likelihood of intervention.

Reasoning type German

protagonist

M (SD)

Turkish

protagonist

M (SD)

Total

M (SD)

Females Males Females Males

Need for information 0.14 (0.34) 0.10 (0.26) 0.06 (0.22) 0.26 (0.46) 0.13 (0.32)

Children’s autonomy 0.10 (0.29) 0.19 (0.37) 0.07 (0.23) 0.08 (0.24) 0.10 (0.28)

Empathy for the victim 0.08 (0.24) 0.14 (0.36) 0.04 (0.20) 0.15 (0.34) 0.09 (0.27)

Social norm of inclusion 0.38 (0.45) 0.14 (0.36) 0.59 (0.46) 0.31 (0.45) 0.40 (0.46)

M = mean, SD = standard deviation.

0.42), p = 0.002). See Table 3 for all means and standard
deviations. No effects of the participants’ immigration history
were found.

Specific Actions
We also asked the participants what exactly they would have
done if they had intervened in the exclusion situation. To
analyze these specific interventions, we conducted analyses on
the proportional use of the mentioned actions (all of which were
referred to by more than 10% of the participants). The resulting
categories were “ask for reasons,” “help to find inclusion-
oriented solution,” “explain norm of inclusion,” “find alternative
solution for excluded student,” and “class-based intervention.”
In order to test for differences in the participants’ specific
actions, a 2 (protagonist: German, Turkish) × 5 (action: ask for
reasons, help to find inclusion-oriented solution, explain norm
of inclusion, find alternative solution for excluded student, class-
based intervention) × 2 (gender: male, female) ANOVA was
run with repeated measures on the factor “action” and with the
participants’ immigration history as a covariate.

There was a main effect of action, F(3.28, 449.22)= 17.78, p<

0.001, ηp
2
= 0.12. The Greenhouse-Geisser adjustment method

was used to correct violations of sphericity. More specifically,
participants stated they would ask for reasons (M = 0.37, SD
= 0.38) and try to find an alternative solution for the excluded
student (M = 0.24, SD= 0.38) more than they would help to find
an inclusion-oriented solution (M= 0.13, SD= 0.28), explain the
norm of inclusion (M= 0.06, SD= 0.19), or aim for a class-based
intervention (M = 0.08, SD= 0.26), all ps < 0.05.

There were neither main effects of the protagonist or of the
participants’ immigration history nor any interaction effects.

DISCUSSION

The current study investigated pre-service teachers’ reactions to
interethnic exclusion scenarios in Germany. More specifically,
we focused on pre-service teachers in the role of observers of
exclusion among students. Using hypothetical scenarios in which
either a German or a Turkish boy was excluded by other children
in his class, we assessed teachers’ evaluations of this exclusion
behavior as well as the likelihood that they would intervene
in the situation, and the specific action they would take. The
aim of this research was to examine whether the origin of an

excluded student represents a relevant category for teachers when
responding to social exclusion.

Generally and regardless of the origin of the protagonists,
we found a strong tendency to reject exclusion, with female
participants rejecting exclusion even more strongly than male
participants. However, the origin of the excluded student
represented a relevant category for participants’ evaluations of
the exclusion scenario. Interestingly, the effect confounded our
expectations: Contrary to our anticipations, the participants
evaluated the exclusion of a Turkish protagonist as more
reprehensible than the exclusion of a German protagonist.
Therefore, origin affected teachers’ evaluations, but in contrast
to our expectations, not in the sense of ingroup bias (i.e., the
tendency to favor ingroup members over outgroup members).

Regarding the likelihood of intervention, the origin of the
excluded person was only relevant for male participants. They
were less likely to intervene when the excluded person was
German than when the excluded person was Turkish. For female
participants, there was no difference; i.e., they were very likely to
intervene independently of the origin of the protagonist.

The origin of the protagonist was also relevant for teachers’
justifications of their decisions to intervene or not. Namely,
an interesting interaction was found between the origin of
the excluded student and the type of justification. When
the participants reasoned about the exclusion of the Turkish
protagonist, they referred to a general social norm of inclusion
much more than when talking about the German protagonist.
In addition, when speaking about the Turkish protagonist, they
referred to the social norm of inclusion more often than to
any other reason. In other words, the general norm of social
inclusion seems to be particularly salient when ethnic minorities
are involved and an important issue for teachers. Interestingly,
female participants named the social norm of inclusion even
more often than male participants–for both protagonist groups.

In line with our expectations, female pre-service teachers seem
to value social inclusion even more than their male counterparts.
They focus more strongly on social inclusion as a general
norm, reject exclusion more strongly, and are very likely to
intervene in exclusion situations in order to promote inclusion.
Extending previous research that typically focused on exclusion
in symmetrical relationships between peers, the current data
showed that these gender differences also hold for pre-service
teachers as observers of student exclusion. As females have been
found to be more inclusive than males at various ages and in
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very different kinds of relationships or situations, this seems to be
something deeply rooted in the minds of girls and women. This
might indicate that these differences are based on gender-specific
socialization. As a consequence, a possible way of enhancing
males’ inclusivity would be a stronger focus on inclusion and
community during their early education and socialization.

In terms of the specific actions potentially taken by
participants as a reaction to the exclusion situation, we found
no differences related to the origin of the excluded person.
Regardless of the origin, the vast majority of the participants
would have asked the group to name the reasons why it
was excluding the student, and also a large number of the
participants would have tried to find an inclusion-oriented
solution or an alternative solution for the excluded student.
Thus, origin mattered for both the evaluation of the exclusion
situation and the likelihood of intervention, but once the
decision to intervene was made, there were no differences in the
specific actions.

All in all, we found evidence that the origin of an excluded
person is a relevant category for teachers’ reactions to social
exclusion. The origin of the excluded student affected teachers’
evaluations of the exclusion scenario and, for males, also their
likelihood to intervene or not. Additionally, their underlying
considerations differed based on the origin of the excluded
person. However, although these differences were significant, it
is important to emphasize that our participants predominantly
rejected exclusion for both protagonists, and the differences were
not very big. Further, the teachers in our study did not exhibit
ingroup bias. In contrast, they evaluated the exclusion of the
student from an ethnic minority (outgroup member) as even
more reprehensible than the exclusion of a German protagonist
and referred to the value of social inclusion more often when
talking about the minority student.

We found it highly encouraging that pre-service teachers
generally reject interethnic exclusion and show no discrimination
of children with Turkish origin. Moreover, pre-service teachers
reject the exclusion of a Turkish protagonist even more than for
a German student. This could be due to the official educational
mission and protection mandates regarding minorities, which
include the integration of ethnic minorities at school (Ungern-
Sternberg, 2008). Given the huge heterogeneity in German
schools, this mandate might be particularly salient in teachers’
minds. This is also in line with the finding that our participants
referred to the general norm of inclusion much more often when
reasoning about the exclusion of a Turkish student. Further, this
might indicate that pre-service teachers are sensitive to the fact
that exclusion based on origin is an issue in schools, and that it is
important to promote inclusion as a general norm in class. Due to
the strong human need to belong, social exclusion can have severe
implications for health and well-being (Buhs and Ladd, 2001;
Rutland and Killen, 2015). For students from ethnic minorities,
exclusion can have a particularly strong impact (Ward et al.,
2001; Verkuyten and Thijs, 2002a). This makes it even worse that
social exclusion among children and adolescents is often based
on group memberships such as ethnicity (Killen and Stangor,
2001; Abrams and Killen, 2014). Thus, it is very promising that
the pre-service teachers in our study attached great importance

to the norm of social inclusion in class and did not succumb to
ingroup bias.

However, the question arises: What makes interethnic social
exclusion different from other issues that teachers have to
evaluate or react to? As described above, in Germany, children
with an immigration history are disadvantaged in educational
settings in many ways. Especially when performing achievement-
related evaluations (e.g., grading), teachers seem to be biased by
their students’ ethnic origin (Bonefeld et al., 2017; Bonefeld and
Dickhäuser, 2018). One possible explanation for this discrepancy
between our findings regarding social exclusion and the findings
of many prior studies on teacher bias in achievement evaluations
is provided by the dual process models of information processing
and judgment formation (Brewer, 1988; Fiske andNeuberg, 1990;
Fiske et al., 1999). Such models assume that we typically process
information via two routes when wemake judgments about other
persons: a more automatic route where we rely on obvious—but
often irrelevant—cues such as social categories (in our context,
for instance, the ethnic origin of a student) and amore controlled,
integrating route where we review all information that might be
relevant for the judgment. The automatic route is typically used
for judgments related to routine tasks whereas the controlled
route is typically used for non-routine activities or judgments
that are considered as particularly important. In prior research it
was often assumed that achievement-related judgments are, to a
great extent, made via the automatized route (Glock and Krolak-
Schwerdt, 2013). This is plausible because achievement-related
judgments represent routine tasks in teachers’ daily lives. Dealing
with (interethnic) social exclusion in class, on the other hand,
is something less routine and an issue that we would expect to
be considered as very important given the severe consequences
it can have. When integrating all relevant information in order
to make a judgment using the controlled route, teachers make
more accurate judgments (i.e., judgments that are less biased by
social categories such as ethnicity). Therefore, this could be one
reason why social exclusion is less affected by the ethnic origin
of students.

Another interesting finding of this study is that group
functioning aspects played only a very minor role in pre-service
teachers’ considerations. Previous research with children and
adolescents has shown group functioning to be an important
justification for interethnic exclusion (Hitti et al., 2011; Mulvey,
2016). On the other hand, in our study, only a very small
number of participants (8%) mentioned aspects related to group
functioning. However, teachers might not have had enough
information to name group functioning as an underlying motive
in the presented situations. Many of the participants stated
that they would intervene in order to ask for reasons. This
indicates that pre-service teachers do not want to judge the
situation superficially. They want to understand the underlying
motives why the student is excluded. Of course, exclusion
is always harmful for the excluded person. However, some
reasons might be more appropriate justifications for excluding a
certain person in a certain situation than others. Smooth group
functioning might be one of the more appropriate reasons to
justify social exclusion. Also, prior negative behavior of a student
or interpersonal struggles might be rather valid justifications for

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 8 December 2020 | Volume 5 | Article 586962116

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Beißert and Bonefeld Teachers’ Reactions to Social Exclusion

excluding someone from a certain situation, without representing
a strong moral transgression in contrast to exclusion solely
based on someone’s origin. Many participants in our study stated
explicitly that it was hard for them to evaluate the scenario
and to say whether they would intervene or not, because they
were provided with so little background information regarding
the situation or the relationship of the protagonists. Obviously,
teachers want to understand the situation more completely when
making decisions about how to react appropriately. In real life,
teachers typically have more knowledge about their students
and know who is friend with whom, etc. This might limit
the external validity of our results. However, our approach has
clear benefits: The experimental approach allowed us to analyze
the sole effect of the protagonists’ origin, isolated from other
aspects which in real life might bias teachers’ evaluations or
reactions. Additionally, the situations described in our scenarios
are not too disconnected from everyday life. Although teachers
typically know their students, they do not have knowledge
about all things that happen in class and are often supposed to
make instant evaluations or decisions without having additional
information. However, further research should address this issue
and systematically vary the background information about the
situation and the excluded student.

One important restriction of our study is that our data were
collected using hypothetical scenarios and self-reports which
might be biased by social desirability. However, Turiel (2008)
demonstrated that reasoning and evaluations by children and
adolescents in hypothetical situations correspond to those in real-
life situations and thus are comparable. In addition, research
using a similar paradigm as the current study demonstrated
that, for children, self-reports correspond with actual behavior
(Mulvey et al., 2018). However, this has not been proven for
adults yet. Therefore, it would be of interest for future research to
connect self-report data with behavioral observations in order to
determine the extent to which self-reports correspond with actual
behavior. As social desirability is especially relevant regarding
explicit measures of intergroup attitudes (Nesdale and Durkin,
1998; Rutland et al., 2005), it would also be interesting to
see whether implicit measures of intergroup attitudes reveal
different results.

Moreover, future research should also focus on in-service
teachers because they already work with students and have
an impact on their development and behavior. It would be
interesting to see whether studies with in-service teachers
replicate our findings or lead to different results. However, both
research with pre-service teachers and in-service teachers can
produce essential findings and have important implications for
teacher training with the objective of placing well-trained staff in
schools right from the start of their careers.

Further, it would be very interesting to compare different
contexts of exclusion or to focus on additional ethnicities.
Prior research has demonstrated that the context of exclusion
(e.g., leisure time activities vs. achievement-related activities)
affects judgments about peer exclusion (Horn, 2003; Tenenbaum
et al., 2018; Beißert et al., 2019). But does this also hold for
teachers when they evaluate social exclusion among students?
And will the current findings be replicated for protagonists from

other ethnicities or with a different immigration status, such
as refugees? Are aspects related to group functioning possibly
more relevant in some contexts or for some target persons
than for others? Future studies should address these issues and
systematically investigate teachers’ reactions to social exclusion
and include different methodical paradigms, different types of
teachers, different target groups, and different contexts.

Nevertheless, in summary, our study revealed important
findings regarding teachers’ reactions to social exclusion in
interethnic interactions. Encouragingly, pre-service teachers do
not seem to underlie ingroup bias when evaluating interethnic
social exclusion. In contrast they value the social norm of
inclusion even more when the excluded student is an outgroup
member. These findings imply that the inclusion of ethnic
minorities in class be promoted by teachers. Teachers are
important role models for their students, especially when it
comes to ethnic topics. Thus, it is a very positive sign that they
resist ingroup bias and try to establish inclusive class norms.
With this, they have the potential to contribute to their students’
moral development by promoting equality and social inclusion
as a norm in class. Accordingly, future research should also
focus on the development and thorough evaluation of prevention
and intervention programs based on the current findings. Such
programs should aim at raising students’ and teachers’ awareness
of exclusion of ethnic minority students in the classroom, and
teachers should be trained to successfully contribute to students’
moral development and help them understand and internalize
moral norms such as equality, fairness, and inclusion.
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Most children experience some form of grouping in the classroom every day.
Understanding how teachers make grouping decisions and their impacts on children’s
social development can shed light on effective teacher practices for promoting positive
social dynamics in the classroom. This study examined the influence of teachers’
grouping strategies on changes in young children’s social experiences with peers across
an academic year. A total of 1,463 children (51% girls, Mage = 6.79, SDage = 1.22)
and 79 teachers from kindergarten to third-grade classrooms participated in this study.
Teachers rated children’s behavioral problems as the most important consideration
when creating seating charts or assigning children to small groups. Promoting existing
or new friendships was rated as the least important consideration. Heterogeneous
ability grouping, rated as somewhat important by the teachers, was associated with
a decrease in children’s friendships and yet also a decrease in girls’ experience with
peer conflicts. Our findings begin to fill in the gaps in the literature on the social impacts
of ability grouping for young children.

Keywords: teacher grouping strategies, friendship, peer conflict, early elementary classrooms, peer
social experiences

INTRODUCTION

The classroom is a primary social context in which school-age children experience various
social interactions and relationships with peers. These peer social experiences have valence and
can lead to long-term impacts on children’s social and academic development (Coplan and
Arbeau, 2009; Oberle et al., 2010; Bulotsky-Shearer et al., 2012; Lin et al., 2016). As teachers are
the key social agents with whom children spend the majority of their time in the classroom,
they inevitably mediate children’s peer social experiences. This occurs in part through their
daily instructional decisions or classroom management, such as determining classroom physical
layout, governing with whom children collaborate, and maximizing cross-gender or cross-ethnic
interactions through heterogeneous grouping (Gremmen et al., 2018). These teacher practices
change the immediate social environment for children and their peers, which then shapes the social
integration of the classrooms.

Despite the importance of teacher practices in children’s peer social experiences in classrooms
(Gremmen et al., 2016), empirical evidence supporting the social influence of teachers’ practices
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remains scarce (Hallinan and Sørensen, 1985; Gest and Rodkin,
2011). Particularly, little attention has been paid to the social
impacts of teachers’ grouping strategies, which refer to the ways
by which teachers assign students in groups within classrooms
for learning and instruction. This issue is important because
children experience some forms of grouping by the teacher each
day (Baines et al., 2003). These grouping practices mediate the
physical proximity between dyads of children, which then alter
their perception and interactions with one another (Van den Berg
et al., 2012). To date, studies on teachers’ grouping strategies
have primarily focused on how grouping affords teachers the
opportunity to tailor instruction based on different children’s
academic needs (see Saleh et al., 2007; Savanur et al., 2007; Nomi,
2009; Hong et al., 2012; Marks, 2014; Steenbergen-hu et al., 2016),
with a few exceptions that examined the role of teachers’ grouping
strategies in promoting more mixing or socially inclusive peer
interactions and relationships (Gest and Rodkin, 2011; Van den
Berg et al., 2012; McKeown et al., 2016).

To fill in this research gap, the purpose of this study
was to examine the role of teachers’ grouping strategies in
shaping children’s peer social experiences across the academic
year in early elementary classrooms. Specifically, we focused
on children’s friendship and peer conflicts because these social
experiences emerge early in child development and together
signify level of social inclusion in the classroom (Juvonen et al.,
2019). Considering that boys and girls tend to show distinct
profiles of socially competent behavior (Underwood, 2007; Card
et al., 2008; Godinet et al., 2014; Shin, 2017), we further examined
whether teachers’ grouping strategies have differential impact on
boys’ and girls’ friendship and conflict experiences.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Peer Social Experiences in Early
Childhood Classrooms
Children begin to form positive and negative experiences with
their classroom peers as young as preschool age (Ladd and
Price, 1987; Howes, 1988; Ladd, 1990). These experiences with
peers have shown long-term influences on children’s social
and academic development (Boulton and Smith, 1994; Coplan
and Arbeau, 2009; Oberle et al., 2010; Bulotsky-Shearer et al.,
2012; Lin et al., 2016). Positive experiences such as friendships
can provide a context for cooperation and negotiation (Carter
and Nutbrown, 2016) and ease children’s adjustment to school
life (Margetts, 2002; Corsaro, 2003; Peters, 2003). Meanwhile,
negative peer experiences such as conflict or aggression can
hinder children’s self-worth, social competence, and school
engagement (Kamper-DeMarco and Ostrov, 2019), leading to
loneliness, depression, and school dropout (Buhs et al., 2006;
Meyer and Ostrosky, 2018).

While classroom peer experiences can involve various
relational aspects, in this study we focus on children’s friendship
and peer conflicts, both of which are the most prevalent peer
experiences in young children, and can lead to a wide range of
socioemotional and academic difficulties across the life span, such
as school failure and dropout (Coie and Dodge, 1998; Chang,

2003; Kutnick and Kington, 2005; Shin, 2017; Kamper-DeMarco
and Ostrov, 2019). Research shows that as young as preschoolers,
at least 83 percent of children in the classroom were engaged
in friendships (Quinn and Hennessy, 2010), and the number
of friends that a child makes increases as they transition to
first grade (Hartup, 1992). Friendships are ‘egalitarian in nature’
(Schaffer, 1996, p.312), providing a relational context for children
to practice social integration with others (e.g., conflict resolution,
empathy, negotiation, Cillessen and Marks, 2017). In this aspect,
friendship relationships are key to promoting an inclusive and
supportive classroom atmosphere (Division for Early Childhood,
and National Association for the Education for Young Children,
2009).

Peer conflicts, often revealed in the form of physical aggression
or verbal dispute in young children, is normative and tend to
occur at high rates in the classroom (Odgers et al., 2008). It
occurs when children have incompatible needs, wishes, or goals
with one another (Hay, 1984). In a study based on the Early
Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 1988-99
(ECLS-K), at least 10% of children in kindergarten experienced
frequent arguments and fights with peers (West et al., 2001). One
in every four to six children (15–23%) are victims of aggression
in primary school settings (Robers et al., 2012). It is crucial
for children to experience peer conflict as it provides children
opportunities to practice perspective taking, conflict mitigation,
and social-emotional regulation (Eisenberg and Garvey, 1981;
Rende and Killen, 1992; Malloy and McMurray, 1996; Miller et al.,
2004). However, escalated conflicts in the classroom can cause
negative emotion and stress, damage social relationships, and
hinder children’s school adjustment (Blair, 2002).

Together, friendships and peer conflicts comprise children’s
important social experiences that can have significant impacts
on their social, emotional, and academic development from the
early phase of lives through later developmental stages (Bulotsky-
Shearer et al., 2012; Kamper-DeMarco and Ostrov, 2019). It is
critical to identify key contextual factors that would hinder or
promote children’s peer social experiences. By this, we examined
teachers’ grouping strategies.

Teachers’ Grouping Strategies and
Children’s Peer Social Experiences
Putting children in groups is one of the everyday teacher
practices in the classroom. Grouping can take place in
various forms and structures (e.g., small groups, dyads, and
classroom seating positions) and varies by teachers’ purposes
and strategies. For instance, teachers may assign children to
work with their same-ability peers with the goal of tailoring
instruction based on children’s different academic needs (Patrick,
2020). Teachers may form groups of children with diverse
skills with the aim at stimulating diverse thinking (Murphy
et al., 2017) or promoting social inclusion and equity (Cohen
et al., 1999). When making a seating chart, teachers may take
into account children’s existing peer relationships or social
behavior with the goals of maintaining classroom order and
social cohesion (Gest and Rodkin, 2011). It stands to reason
that teachers’ attitudes toward grouping strategies may reflect
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their instructional priority and beliefs about peer influence
in the classroom.

Among various grouping strategies, ability grouping is the
most common and yet controversial grouping strategy (Slavin,
1987; Hallam and Parsons, 2013). One reason is that children’s
academic achievement is often a correlate of social status in
early childhood years (Rubin et al., 2006). Grouping children by
ability levels may either increase or flatten the social hierarchy
in the classroom, which then shape their social experiences
with peers. To date, however, ability grouping has mostly been
associated with students’ academic performance (Sørensen and
Hallinan, 1986; Slavin, 1987; Dreeben and Barr, 1988; Wilkinson,
1989). Research that examined the effects of ability grouping on
children’s social experiences is relatively scarce, most of which
focused on children’s self-esteem, self-concepts if not academic
attainment (e.g., Oakes, 1985; Gamoran and Berends, 1987; Kulik
and Kulik, 1992; Ireson et al., 2001; Suk Wai Wong and Watkins,
2001; Ireson and Hallam, 2005, 2009).

There are two contrasting ability grouping strategies.
Homogeneous ability grouping is known for its positive impacts
on children’s achievement (MacIntyre and Ireson, 2002). In
addition, working with like-minded classmates may increase
children’s sense of belonging (Riley and White, 2016) and
support teachers’ instructional differentiation (Patrick, 2020).
It is criticized, however, for its potential harmful effects on the
self-concepts and well-being of children with lower abilities
(Marsh, 1984; Oakes, 1985). Heterogeneous ability grouping is
assumed to enhance learning and interdependence because
working with peers with diverse skills may allow children to
recognize gaps in their own thinking and to foster a sense-making
process when more competent children provide explanations
and support to less competent peers (Wilkinson et al., 2010).
However, there is always a concern about sacrificing high-ability
children’s learning opportunity in heterogeneous ability grouping
(Mashburn et al., 2009).

Other teacher grouping strategies consider children’s existing
or potential peer relationships based on the assumption that
sitting or working with classmates in close proximity allows
children to learn about each other better, which then change their
relationships with one another (Pettigrew, 1998). Research on
seating assignment demonstrates that by manipulating children’s
seating positions, children who did not like each other at the
beginning of the school year showed higher likability with
each other as a result of close proximity (Van den Berg et al.,
2012). This influence of near-seated peers has been examined in
both classroom and small groups settings (Webb, 1989; Barth
et al., 2004; Burke and Sass, 2013; Gremmen et al., 2018).
The findings suggest that physical proximity likely increases
the likelihood of interaction between children; the increased
interaction help children recognize their similarity and develop
positive sentiments to each other (Homan, 1974). On the
contrary, the absence of proximity may create barriers for
friendship formation (Hallinan and Tuma, 1978).

Another common grouping strategy draws attention to
children’s behavioral problems. Children’s behavioral problems
have been noted as one of the prominent factors that disrupt
classroom learning and instruction in early childhood classrooms

(Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2000; Gutman et al., 2003). Findings have
been mixed regarding whether managing children’s behavioral
problems (e.g., fights, quarrel, and aggression) can have a
positive influence on children’s social development (Singer and
Hännikäinen, 2002; Spivak, 2016). For instance, Gest and Rodkin
(2011) showed that teachers who placed strong emphasis toward
separating children with behavioral problems had students who
expressed a stronger liking to each other and reported denser
friendship networks. Other research showed that intervening
in peer conflicts by directly separating the conflict children
as opposed to helping children develop mutually agreed upon
solutions can lead to negative conflict outcomes (Myrtil et al.,
unpublished).

Taken together, the existing literature suggests that teachers
make grouping strategies based upon various factors, including
children’s ability level, peer relationships, and problem behaviors.
Yet, findings are far from conclusive regarding how these
grouping strategies impact children’s social experiences with
peers. The current study aimed to address this research gap.

Gender Effects in Peer Social
Experiences
Ample theories and research highlight the importance of gender
in children’s peer social experiences. A substantial body of
research has shown that boys tend to show more externalizing
behaviors (e.g., physical aggression) and have more frequent
conflicts with peers than girls (Hamre and Pianta, 2001; Saft
and Pianta, 2001; Crick et al., 2006; Graves and Howes, 2011).
On the contrary, girls have been found to demonstrate more
prosocial behaviors and intimate friendships than boys (Berndt
and Perry, 1986; Chung and Asher, 1996; Rose and Asher,
2004; Van Leeuwen et al., 2006). Other studies show that boys
value independence and social dominance while girls place more
emphasis on harmonious relationships (see Rose and Rudolph,
2006).

Given the gender differences in peer interactions and
relationships, teachers’ grouping strategies may have differential
effects on boys’ and girls’ peer social experiences in the classroom.
It is likely that teachers may knowingly or unknowingly treat boys
and girls differently when applying the same grouping strategy
in the classroom (Troop-Gordon and Ladd, 2015). For instance,
teachers may separate more boys than girls because boys’ conflicts
or aggressive behaviors are more frequent and salient than girls’
conflicts. Research shows that the average rate at which teacher
react to children’s aggressive behavior was over three times higher
for boys compared to girls (Serbin et al., 1973). Alternatively, boys
and girls may react to teachers’ grouping strategies differently,
leading to different social experiences with peers. For instance,
when working with classmates in heterogeneous groups, boys
may be less coordinated, more impulsive, and show more
disruptive behaviors than girls (Serbin et al., 1973) and therefore
benefit less from working with peers with diverse skills.

The Current Study
This study was part of a large-scale, federally funded project
designed to understand the classroom ecology in preschool
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to third-grade classrooms. The data were collected from two
large, suburban school districts in a midwestern city in the
United States, including 2090 students from 96 classrooms
in 33 schools. The two school districts are representative of
the socio-economic and racial diversity of adjacent suburban
communities. This study excluded the preschool sample based on
the consideration that teachers’ grouping practices in preschool
classrooms might be fundamentally different from those in early
elementary classrooms due to more focuses on free play and non-
academic learning (Justice et al., 2020). In addition, preschoolers
might not have developed the same level of ability to reliably
report their social experiences compared to other older children
in this study (Chen et al., 2020).

Children’s peer social experiences in the classroom was
assessed using a sociometric method in which children were
asked to nominate an unlimited number of classmates who fit
certain selection criteria. Peers are key informants of children’s
social experiences because they spend a significant amount of
time with children under various social situations (Rubin and
Cohen, 1986; Coie and Dodge, 1988). Gathering classroom
peers’ perceptions of a child’s social experiences provides higher
level of objectivity than the self-report or parent report (Clark
and Ladd, 2000). We employed the unlimited nomination
approach because research suggests that unlimited nominations
can capture children’s social relationships more comprehensively
and reliably than the limited nominations approach (Cillessen
and Mayeux, 2004; Cillessen and Borch, 2006; Cillessen and
Marks, 2017).

Teachers’ grouping strategies were assessed based on the
teacher-reported measure developed by Gest and Rodkin (2011).
In their study, first to fifth grade teachers were asked to rate
the importance of five different grouping strategies when they
created a seating chart or assigned children in groups: (a)
reinforcing existing friendships, (b) promoting new friendships,
(c) ability grouping with homogeneous skill levels, (d) ability
grouping with diverse skill levels, and (e) separating students
with behavioral problems. They found that teachers generally
considered separating students with behavioral problems as
the most important grouping strategy, followed by promoting
academic diversity and new friendships. Teachers did not place
a strong consideration on forming academic homogeneity or
reinforcing existing friendships. Furthermore, classrooms tended
to have a higher ratio of liking to disliking and a higher density
of friendships if the teachers reported that separating students
with behavior problems was a major consideration in creating
seating charts and small groups. In this study, we considered
teacher-reported grouping strategies as a proxy of teachers’
actual grouping practices because previous research suggests that
teachers’ attitudes and beliefs drive their instructional decisions
(Fang, 1996; Vartuli, 1999; Muijs and Reynolds, 2002; Missett
et al., 2014).

In all, three research questions are addressed in this
study: (1) How do teachers from kindergarten to third grade
incorporate grouping strategies in their daily instruction? Based
on the pioneering study conducted by Gest and Rodkin
(2011), we hypothesize that early elementary teachers might
consider separating students with behavioral problems the
most important grouping strategy for creating a seat chart

of forming students in groups. Teachers may pay the least
attention to reinforcing existing friendships. (2) Are teachers’
grouping strategies associated with changes in children’s peer
social experiences across the academic year? We hypothesize
that grouping strategies that are rated as more important by the
teachers would be more associated with changes in children’s
peer social experiences. (3) Are the associations between teachers’
grouping strategies and changes in children’s peer experiences
moderated by gender? Based on the literature, we hypothesize
that gender can have a significant moderation effect on the
association between teachers’ grouping strategies and children’s
peer experiences.

To address these research questions, we controlled for
children’s gender, disability status, dual language status, and
maternal education based on previous findings suggesting that
friendships and peer conflicts can vary by these demographic
characteristics. Research shows that girls are more likely to have
best friends than boys (Sebanc et al., 2007). Boys tend to exhibit
more physical aggression (Crick et al., 2006; Juliano et al., 2006)
while girls are more relationally aggressive than boys (Crick et al.,
2004; Ostrov et al., 2004). Older children tend to have more
friends than younger children (Sebanc et al., 2007). Children
with lower socioeconomic status (Bradley et al., 2001; Raver
and Knitzer, 2002), different linguistic backgrounds (Eslea and
Mukhtar, 2000), and disabilities (Hemmeter et al., 2006; Odom
et al., 2006) are more at risk for negative peer social experiences.
Finally, we controlled for teachers’ years of teaching and self-
efficacy for managing peer relationships (e.g., How much can
you help students make friends at school?) in the classroom
because both have been found to associate with classroom quality
(Swanson et al., 1990; Brophy, 2006; Watson, 2006; Nahal, 2010;
Gebbie et al., 2012; Ryan et al., 2015).

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
The sample includes 1,463 children and 79 teachers from 20
public elementary schools located in two suburban districts in a
midwestern city. This was after removing the preschool sample
and one kindergarten teacher and her students because the
teacher did not fill out the teacher survey. Children [girls = 51%
(Kindergarten: 42.9%, Grade 1: 18.1%, Grade 2: 22.3%, Grade
3: 16.7%)] with an average age of 6.79 years (SD = 1.22).
About 14.8% of children were dual language learners and a
total of 7.8% were in individualized education plan (IEP). Many
children were White (61.1%). The distribution of other race and
ethnicity categories were Black (4.5%), Asian (8.5%), Multi-racial
(6.2%), and Other (2.0%). Teachers were mostly female (98.7%)
and White (92.4%). About 73.4% of teachers had a master’s
degree, followed by 19.0% with bachelor’s degree, 2.5% with other
degrees, and 5.1% who did not report their education level. Years
of teaching experience ranged from 2 to 35 years (mean = 14.21).

Measure
Peer Social Experiences
The peer nomination approach (Parkhurst and Asher, 1992; Chen
et al., 2020) was used to assess children’s peer social experiences.
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In the fall and spring, children received individual interviews
with field assessors to nominate unlimited number of children in
class who fit the nomination descriptions. Children were given a
class roster containing pictures of classmates in order to reduce
the cognitive need to recall names for nominations. Two items
were used in this study to assess three aspects of peer social
experiences: (a) conflicts: “In your classroom, who gets into fights
with other kids?,” and (b) friendship: “In your classroom, who are
your best friends?” Previous studies show that using single peer
nomination item to assess a unique aspect of social experiences
can yield satisfactory psychometric property (van den Berg and
Cillessen, 2013; Babcock et al., 2014). Even for children as
young as preschoolers, their peer nominations yield congruent
representations of peer social experiences with teachers’ reports
and researchers’ observations (Chen et al., 2020). The number
of nominations each child received from their classmates was
calculated and used to indicate the degree with which each child
experienced peer conflicts and developed friendships in their
classroom. In the current study, number of nominations children
received in the fall was significantly correlated with those in
the spring (rs = 0.56 and 0.51, ps < 0.01 for peer conflicts and
friendships, respectively).

Teachers’ Grouping Strategies
Adapted from Gest and Rodkin’s (2011) scale, teachers reported
the extent to which five grouping strategies were important
as they created the seating chart and assigning students to a
small group: (a) reinforcing existing friendships, (b) promoting
new friendships, (c) ability grouping with homogeneous skill
levels, (d) ability grouping with diverse skill levels, and (e)
separating students with behavioral problems. Teachers reported
their grouping strategies based on a 3-point Likert scale (0 = not
at all important, 1 = somewhat important, 2 = very important).
The ratings under two different settings (creating a seat chart,
small grouping) were average for each grouping strategy.

Procedure
Teachers completed surveys about their instructional practices
and beliefs, perceptions of children in the classrooms and
demographic information online via the Qualtrics platform or
on paper (based on their preference) during the spring semester
of the school year. Paper surveys were converted to digital forms
via a Teleform system. Trained research staff conducted quality
assurance checks of scanned data, conducting a mandatory
visual check of each scanned form for accuracy. In addition,
data were checked to ensure data were all within the potential
observable range for each variable, examined data for consistency
between item and sum or total scores. Children’s classroom peer
experience was collected by trained project staff in the fall and
spring of the year. Children were interviewed in quiet areas of the
hallway by trained research staff and responses were recorded in
accordance with the study protocols.

Data Analysis
To examine whether teachers’ grouping strategies were associated
with changes in children’s peer experience in the classroom,
hierarchical generalized linear models were performed in which
each type of peer social experiences was the dependent variable

predicted by teachers’ grouping strategies. Peer nominations of
friendships and conflicts followed the Poisson distribution. As
children were nested within classrooms (Level 1: child; Level 2:
class), a random effect of intercept was specified in each model.
To examine the gender moderation effect, the interaction of
gender with each grouping strategy was examined.

Missing Data
Due to the non-negligible proportion of missing values (∼25%)
in participants’ demographic information (i.e., IEP, DLL),
additional testing was performed to determine if data were
missing completely at random (MCAR) using Little’s MCAR test.
Aside from IEP and DLL, percentage of missing ranged from
0.2% (gender) to 17.8% (ethnicity). The IEP and DLL variables
were missing at 23 and 26%, respectively. Based on Little’s MCAR
test, the pattern of missingness was not completely at random and
therefore, listwise deletion would not be appropriate (Graham,
2012). We performed multilevel multiple imputation using a
fully conditional specification (FCS) imputation approach in
Blimp (Enders et al., 2018). Variables included in the multiple
imputations were all the study variables as well as auxiliary
variables that were related to missingness (Schafer and Olsen,
1998). Twenty imputed datasets were generated and analyzed
using Proc Glimmix in SAS. Proc Mianalyze was used to
combine statistical results and generate valid statistical inferences
about each parameter.

RESULTS

Exploratory Analyses
Table 1 presents the child-level descriptive statistics of the
variables used in the current study. On average, children received
1.01 nomination from classmates for engaging in peer conflicts at
the beginning of the academic year. The number of nominations
increased to 1.64 at the end of the year. Children’s friendship
nomination was 2.93 on average at the beginning of the year
and decreased to 2.79 at the end of the year. Paired t-tests based
on the imputed data set showed that children were perceived by
peers as being more aggressive in the spring compared to that in
the fall (t = 3.11, p < 0.01). Meanwhile, children received fewer
friendship nominations in the spring than in the fall (t = −2.73,
p < 0.01).

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted to
explore if the patterns of change differed by children’s gender.
The conflict nominations received by children at the beginning of
the year were 1.49 for boys, and 0.56 for girls, and this difference
was statistically significant [t = 10.10, p < 0.001]. At the end
of the academic year, boys continued to receive more physical
aggression nominations than girls [Mboy = 1.65, Mgirl = 0.70;
t = 9.07, p < 0.001]. Children’s friendship showed the opposite
trend. Girls received more friendship nominations than boys
in the fall [Mboy = 2.83, Mgirl = 3.04; t = −1.98, p < 0.05],
but this difference was not statistically significant in the spring
[Mboy = 2.71, Mgirl = 2.87; t = −1.49, p < 0.14].

Among the 79 teachers, 89.9% answered ‘yes’ to a survey
question about whether they created a seating chart in the
classrooms (the other 10.1% did not respond to this question);
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TABLE 1 | Child-related descriptive analysis.

% Missing % Min Max Mean SD

Gender (0 = Boys, 1 = Girls) 0.2 51.1 0.0 1.0

Age in years 0.3 4.3 9.5 6.79 1.22

Ethnicity 17.8

White 61.4

Black 4.5

Asian 8.5

Other 2.0

Multi-racial 6.2

Grade 0.0 0.0 4.0

Kindergarten 42.9

Grade 1 18.1

Grade 2 22.3

Grade 3 16.7

IEP (0 = No, 1 = Yes) 23.0 10.1 0.0 1.0

DLL (0 = No, 1 = Yes) 25.8 20.0 0.0 1.0

Maternal Education 17.6 0.0 4.0

<high school 3.3

high school 17.8

associate 9.4

bachelor’s 28.2

Graduate or professional 23.6

Peer social experiences

Peer conflicts (fall) 1.6 0.0 13 1.01 1.80

Friendship (fall) 1.6 0.0 13 2.96 2.03

Peer conflicts (spring) 0.0 0.0 14 1.16 2.06

Friendship (spring) 0.0 0.0 11 2.79 2.02

IEP, individualized education plan; DLL, dual language learner.

88.6% teachers answered ‘yes’ to a survey question about whether
they let students work in small groups (the other 11.4% did not
respond to this question).

Teacher-Reported Importance of
Grouping Strategies
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics and the correlations
between teachers’ grouping strategies based on teachers’ reports.
In response to the first research question, teachers rated
separating behavioral problems as most important (M = 1.91 out
of the maximum value of 2.00), followed by heterogeneous ability
grouping (M = 1.42) and homogeneous grouping (M = 1.20).
On average, teachers regarded reinforcing existing friendships the
least important (M = 0.61). Promoting new friendships was rated
slightly higher than reinforcing existing friendships (M = 1.17).

Reinforcing existing friendship was moderately correlated
with promoting new friendships (r = 0.35), homogeneously
ability grouping (r = 0.34), and heterogeneous ability grouping
(r = 0.23). Promoting new friendships was moderately correlated
with homogeneous ability grouping (r = 0.24). Homogeneous
ability grouping was moderately correlated with heterogeneous
ability grouping (r = 0.31). Teacher rating of separating students
with behavioral problems was not significantly correlated with
any other grouping strategies, which indicates that this grouping
strategy is distinct from any other grouping strategies. Overall,

TABLE 2 | Descriptive of teachers’ grouping strategies.

Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 4.

1. Existing Friendship 0.61 0.52

2. New Friendship 1.17 0.50 0.35**

3. Homogeneous Ability Grouping 1.20 0.49 0.34** 0.24*

4. Heterogeneous Ability Grouping 1.42 0.41 0.23* 0.17 0.31**

5. Behavioral Problems 1.91 0.26 0.07 0.09 0.14 0.06

**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

all of the correlations were positive, suggesting that teachers
who perceived one grouping strategy as important were likely to
consider another grouping strategy as important as they created
seating charts or assigned groups.

Teachers’ Grouping Strategies and
Children’s Peer Social Experiences
Table 3 presents fixed effects of teachers’ grouping strategies
on children’s conflicts based on the imputed data. None of the
grouping strategies significantly predicted changes in children’s
conflicts over the academic year, after controlling for children’s
demographic characteristics, years of teaching, and teachers’ self-
efficacy for managing peer relationships. Gender was found to
significantly predict children’s conflicts: Girls had lower levels
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TABLE 3 | Predicting changes in peer conflicts by teachers’ grouping strategies.

Peer Conflicts

b Exp(b) SE t 95% CI

Intercept 1.66*** 5.26 0.45 3.65 [0.77, 2.55]

Gender (0 = Boys, 1 = Girls) −0.56*** 0.57 0.06 −10.07 [−0.67, −0.45]

IEP (0 = No, 1 = Yes) 0.01 1.01 0.11 0.12 [−0.20, 0.23]

DLL (0 = No, 1 = Yes) −0.10 0.90 0.12 −0.82 [−0.33, 0.14]

Grade 1 0.20 1.22 0.12 1.63 [−0.04, 0.43]

Grade 2 0.14 1.15 0.12 1.19 [−0.09, 0.37]

Grade 3 −0.04 0.96 0.13 −0.29 [−0.29, 0.21]

Maternal Education −0.04 0.96 0.03 −1.13 [−0.11, 0.03]

Peer conflict pre-test (Fall) 0.14*** 1.15 0.01 21.8 [0.12, 0.15]

Teacher experience −0.00 1.00 0.01 −0.52 [−0.01, 0.01]

Teacher efficacy −0.21* 0.81 0.10 −2.17 [−0.40, −0.02]

Grouping Strategies

Existing Friendship −0.03 0.97 0.08 −0.38 [−0.19, 0.12]

New Friendship 0.05 0.95 0.08 0.62 [−0.11, 0.21]

Homogeneous Ability 0.01 1.01 0.09 0.11 [−0.17, 0.19]

Heterogeneous Ability −0.03 0.97 0.11 −0.30 [−0.25, 0.18]

Behavioral Problem −0.05 0.95 0.14 −0.34 [−0.33, 0.23]

The reference group of Grade was Kindergarten; IEP, individualized education plan; DLL, dual language learner; Maternal education (1 = Higher than an associate degree;
0 = otherwise). ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

of conflicts than boys [b = −0.56, exp(b) = 0.57, SE = 0.06,
p < 0.001]. Higher teacher self-efficacy for managing children’s
peer relationships was associated lower peer conflicts [b = −0.21,
exp(b) = 0.81, SE = 0.10, p < 0.05].

Table 4 demonstrates the fixed effects of teachers’ grouping
strategies on children’s friendships. After controlling for the
covariates, heterogeneous ability grouping negatively predicted
children’s friendships [b = −0.14, exp(b) = 0.87, SE = 0.07,
p < 0.05]. Keeping everything else constant, with one unit of
increase in teacher-reported importance of heterogeneous ability
grouping, children’s friendship nominations would decrease by
13%. Children who were in IEP showed lower levels of friendships
than typically developing children [b = −0.23, exp(b) = 0.79,
SE = 0.08, p < 0.01].

Gender Effects in the Relationship
Between Teachers’ Grouping Strategies
and Peer Social Experiences
As shown in Table 5, children’s gender was found to interact with
heterogeneous ability grouping in predicting children’s conflicts
[b = −0.30, exp(b) = 0.74, SE = 0.15, p < 0.05]. Specifically,
heterogeneous ability grouping strategies negatively lowered girls’
conflicts but not boys’. The effect of teacher-efficacy for managing
children’s peer relationships remained significant [b = −0.21,
exp(b) = 0.81, SE = 0.10, p < 0.05].

Table 6 shows a negative main effect of heterogeneous ability
grouping on changes in children’s friendships [b = −0.21,
exp(b) = 0.81, SE = 0.08, p < 0.05]. None of the other interaction
effects was significant. The effect of IEP remained significant [b =
−0.23, exp(b) = 0.79, SE = 0.08, p < 0.01].

DISCUSSION

This study sought to deepen our understanding of teachers’
grouping strategies and their roles in children’s peer social
experiences in early elementary classrooms. Based on classroom
peers’ observations, children in this study experienced a
decreasing trend of friendship development and an increasing
rate of peer conflicts across the academic year. Changes in
these peer social experiences were predicted by teacher-reported
importance of heterogeneous ability grouping. Specifically,
children experienced greater loss in friendships in the classroom
if their teachers viewed heterogeneous ability grouping as an
important grouping strategy. Contrary to its negative influence
on friendship development, teacher-reported importance of
heterogeneous ability grouping was found to alleviate girls’ but
not boys’ peer conflicts. Overall, our findings partially support
the hypothesis that teachers can mediate children’s peer social
experiences through various grouping strategies. The social
impacts of grouping strategies seem to operate in more indirect
and implicit ways.

Consistent with Gest and Rodkin’s (2011) findings, teachers
in this study reported viewing strategies for separating students
with behavior problems as more important than ability grouping
or strategies for forming existing or new friendships strategies
when they create seating charts or form small groups. This
finding is also aligned with the conflict intervention literature
showing that early childhood teachers tend to intervene in
peer conflicts mainly when the conflicts escalate (Myrtil et al.,
unpublished); when the teachers intervene, they tend to use
more cessation strategies (e.g., directly separating conflict peers)
than mediation strategies (e.g., guiding students to resolve
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TABLE 4 | Predicting changes in friendships by teachers’ grouping strategies.

Friendships

b Exp(b) SE t 95% CI

Intercept 1.31*** 3.71 0.31 4.22 [0.70, 1.93]

Gender (0 = Boys, 1 = Girls) 0.02 1.02 0.03 0.47 [−0.05, 0.08]

IEP (0 = No, 1 = Yes) −0.23** 0.79 0.08 −2.75 [−0.40, −0.06]

DLL (0 = No, 1 = Yes) −0.09 0.91 0.06 −1.59 [−0.20, 0.02]

Grade 1 0.03 1.03 0.08 0.39 [−0.12, 0.18]

Grade 2 0.02 1.02 0.07 0.31 [−0.12, 0.17]

Grade 3 −0.12 0.89 0.08 −1.46 [−0.27, 0.04]

Maternal Education 0.02 1.02 0.02 0.84 [−0.02, 0.06]

Friendship pre-test (Fall) 0.13*** 1.14 0.01 13.91 [0.11, 0.15]

Teacher experience 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.06 [−0.00, 0.01]

Teacher efficacy −0.10 0.90 0.06 −1.56 [−0.23, 0.03]

Grouping Strategies

Existing Friendship 0.02 1.02 0.05 0.30 [−0.09, 0.12]

New Friendship 0.06 1.06 0.05 1.07 [−0.05, 0.16]

Homogeneous Ability 0.03 1.03 0.06 0.59 [−0.08, 0.15]

Heterogeneous Ability −0.14* 0.87 0.07 −1.98 [−0.27, −0.00]

Behavioral Problem −0.01 0.99 0.09 −0.06 [−0.19, 0.18]

The reference group of Grade was Kindergarten; IEP, individualized education plan; DLL, dual language learner; Maternal education (1 = Higher than an associate degree;
0 = otherwise). ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

TABLE 5 | Interactive effects of gender and teachers’ grouping strategies on changes in peer conflicts across the academic year.

Peer Conflicts

b Exp(b) SE t 95% CI

Intercept 1.66*** 5.26 0.48 3.47 [0.72, 2.59]

Gender (0 = Boys, 1 = Girls) −0.55 0.58 0.43 −1.29 [−0.14, 0.28]

IEP (0 = No, 1 = Yes) 0.02 1.02 0.11 0.20 [−0.19, 0.24]

DLL (0 = No, 1 = Yes) −0.10 0.90 0.12 −0.86 [−0.34, 0.14]

Grade 1 0.20 1.22 0.12 1.64 [−0.04, 0.44]

Grade 2 0.14 1.15 0.12 1.15 [−0.10, 0.37]

Grade 3 −0.04 0.96 0.13 −0.28 [−0.29, 0.22]

Maternal Education −0.04 0.96 0.04 −1.07 [−0.11, 0.03]

Peer conflict pre-test (Fall) 0.14*** 1.15 0.01 21.76 [0.12, 0.15]

Teacher experience −0.00 1.00 0.01 −0.51 [−0.01, 0.01]

Teacher efficacy −0.21* 0.81 0.10 −2.19 [−0.41, −0.02]

Grouping Strategies

Existing Friendship −0.07 0.93 0.09 −0.79 [−0.24, 0.10]

New Friendship 0.11 1.12 0.09 1.23 [−0.07, 0.28]

Homogeneous Ability −0.02 0.98 0.10 −0.19 [−0.22, 0.18]

Heterogeneous Ability 0.06 1.06 0.12 0.52 [−0.17, 0.29]

Behavioral Problem −0.12 0.89 0.16 −0.75 [−0.43, 0.19]

Gender × Grouping Strategies

Gender × Existing Friendship 0.13 1.14 0.11 1.14 [−0.09, 0.35]

Gender × New Friendship −0.21 0.81 0.11 −1.87 [−0.43, 0.01]

Gender × Homogeneous Ability 0.09 1.09 0.12 0.73 [−0.15, 0.33]

Gender × Heterogeneous Ability −0.30* 0.74 0.15 −2.06 [−0.59, −0.01]

Gender × Behavioral Problem 0.25 1.28 0.21 1.20 [−0.16, 0.65]

The reference group of Grade was Kindergarten; IEP, individualized education plan; DLL, dual language learner; Maternal education (1 = Higher than an associate degree;
0 = otherwise). ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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TABLE 6 | Interactive effects of gender and teachers’ grouping strategies on changes in friendships across the academic year.

Friendships

b Exp(b) SE t 95% CI

Intercept 1.38*** 3.97 0.34 4.04 [0.71, 2.05]

Gender (0 = Boys, 1 = Girls) −0.14 0.87 0.25 −0.58 [−0.63, 0.34]

IEP (0 = No, 1 = Yes) −0.23** 0.79 0.08 −2.75 [−0.40, −0.06]

DLL (0 = No, 1 = Yes) −0.09 0.91 0.06 −1.59 [−0.20, 0.02]

Grade 1 0.03 1.03 0.08 0.37 [−0.12, 0.18]

Grade 2 0.02 1.02 0.07 0.31 [−0.12, 0.17]

Grade 3 −0.12 0.89 0.08 −1.48 [−0.28, 0.04]

Maternal Education 0.02 1.02 0.02 0.90 [−0.02, 0.06]

Friendship pre-test (Fall) 0.13*** 1.14 0.01 13.95 [0.11, 0.15]

Teacher experience 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.07 [−0.00, 0.01]

Teacher efficacy −0.10 0.90 0.06 −1.51 [−0.22, 0.03]

Grouping Strategies

Existing Friendship 0.02 1.02 0.06 0.32 [−0.11, 0.15]

New Friendship 0.07 1.07 0.06 1.14 [−0.05, 0.20]

Homogeneous Ability 0.10 1.11 0.07 1.46 [−0.03, 0.24]

Heterogeneous Ability −0.21* 0.81 0.08 −2.48 [−0.37, −0.04]

Behavioral Problem −0.05 0.95 0.12 −0.44 [−0.28, 0.18]

Gender × Grouping Strategies

Gender × Existing Friendship −0.01 0.99 0.07 −0.12 [−0.15, 0.13]

Gender × New Friendship −0.03 0.97 0.06 −0.54 [−0.16, 0.09]

Gender × Homogeneous Ability −0.13 0.88 0.07 −1.74 [−0.27, 0.02]

Gender × Heterogeneous Ability 0.13 1.14 0.08 1.54 [−0.04, 0.30]

Gender × Behavioral Problem 0.09 1.09 0.12 0.79 [−0.14, 0.33]

The reference group of Grade was Kindergarten; IEP, individualized education plan; DLL, dual language learner; Maternal education (1 = Higher than an associate degree;
0 = otherwise). ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

conflicts via negotiation, Spivak, 2016). Contrary to the positive
association between separating behavioral problems and peer
liking documented in Gest and Rodkin’s study with first, third,
and fifth grade students, separating behavioral problems did not
predict changes in children’s friendships or peer conflicts in
our study. This seems to suggest that early elementary teachers
tend to base their grouping decisions on children’s overt, salient
characteristics. Teachers’ attunement to children’s behavioral
problems may be at the expense of other factors might be
more directly linked to children’s peer social experiences. The
non-significant associations between the separating behavioral
problems strategy and the other grouping strategies support
this explanation.

Another major finding of this study is the negative influence
of teacher-reported heterogeneous ability grouping on children’s
friendship development. A rich body of social network research
has documented that children tend to befriends peers with
whom they share similar characteristics, such as gender, age,
or ability levels, called the homophily phenomenon (Brechwald
and Prinstein, 2011; Hafen et al., 2011; Ojanen et al., 2013).
By assigning children of diverse ability into the same groups,
which also means to break similar peers apart, teachers might
be working against children’s tendency to form homophily in
their friendship networks. The friendship literature suggests
that similarity is what contributes to the sense of security and
intimacy between friends (Newcomb and Bagwell, 1995). If

similarity is the prerequisite for friendship building, it might take
mixed-ability dyads longer to develop some level of similarity
than same-ability dyads before they form friendships with each
other. Same-ability dyads who were already friends might also
have fewer opportunities to interact in the classroom due to
the heterogeneous grouping practice, which might cause their
friendship relationships to be weakened over time.

Consistent with the previous literature (Card et al., 2008;
Sebanc et al., 2007; Underwood, 2007), boys showed a greater
tendency than girls to engage in peer conflicts, whereas girls were
likely to have more friends than boys. Moreover, a significant
gender moderation effect was found in the relation between
teachers’ heterogeneous ability grouping and children’s peer
conflicts. Girls were found to engage in fewer peer conflicts if
their teachers highly valued the heterogeneous ability grouping
strategy, whereas boys’ experience with peer conflicts did not
seem to be affected by this grouping strategy. Working with a
diverse group of peers might require more advanced social skills
(e.g., such as perspective taking, negotiation, or prosocial skills)
than working with same-ability groups. Girls may already have
possessed more social skills than boys (Van der Graaff et al., 2014;
Jenkins and Nickerson, 2019) to avoid unconstructive conflicts
with their peers.

It is surprising that maintaining existing friendships and
forming new friendships did not show significant effects on
changes in children’s friendships or peer conflicts. The null
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effects of these relationship-based grouping strategies counter
against the physical proximity assumption (Homan, 1974) that
children who are seated next to each other or work in the
same group can know each other better, which then facilitate
relationship building. One possible explanation is that teachers
did not consider these grouping strategies important (see Table 2)
and therefore did not utilize these strategies frequently enough
to make an impact on children’s peer social experiences in the
classroom. Alternatively, our finding might suggest that the link
between physical proximity and relationship building may not be
linear. The literature of seating charts supports this conjecture. It
has shown that by placing children with a negative relationship
in closer proximity for an extended period of time, even though
rejected children became more liked by their peers (Van den
Berg et al., 2012), the intervention classroom exhibited more
aggression and less cooperation among classmates than their
control counterparts (Braun et al., 2020). Future research should
further examine other factors that may potentially alter the
direction of influence of physical proximity, such as children’s
characteristics, social climate, and different types of relationships.

It is important to note that the effects of teachers’ grouping
strategies were examined by controlling for teachers’ self-efficacy
for managing peer relationships. Ryan et al. (2015) showed
that teachers with higher self-efficacy for creating a positive
social climate, facilitating students’ friendship, and handling
social problems were more likely to provide better instructional
supports for students. Controlling for individual difference in
managing peer relationships allows us to be more precise about
identifying the social impacts of teachers’ grouping strategies.

Limitations and Directions for Future
Research
Despite the significance of the current study, we acknowledge
several study limitations. First, teachers’ attitude toward grouping
strategies might be in part contingent on the salience of
child characteristics associated with those grouping strategies.
For example, behavioral problems are highly noticeable than
children’s friendship patterns, and many teachers have shown
a poor understanding of their children’s friendship patterns in
classrooms (Gest, 2006; Pearl et al., 2007). This may explain why
teachers rated the separating behavioral problems strategy higher
than the friendship building strategies. Qualitative or mixed
methods approaches can be implemented in the future to further
understand teacher beliefs of these grouping strategies.

Second, the current study measured grouping strategies based
on teachers’ report instead of their actual grouping practices
in the classroom. It is possible that even if teachers rated high
on a grouping strategy, this rating may or may not be in
alignment with their actual grouping practices. We chose to rely
on teacher report in part because of the methodological challenge
in observing teachers’ actual grouping practices in relation to
their knowledge of children’s behavioral problems, ability level,
and particularly existing relationships. However, future efforts
in this area should continue to explore valid approaches to
examining the connections between teachers’ attitude toward
grouping strategies and their actual grouping practices.

Third, in this study we examined children’s friendship
development based on the number of peer nominations that a
child received. In this way, children’s friendship patterns were
measured by perceptions from their classroom peers, which
assured some level of reliability and objectivity. However, we
acknowledge that other dimensions of friendship relationships
can be equally important and deserve future inquiry, such as
reciprocal vs. unilateral friendships and friendship quantity vs.
quality. Finally, our findings on the gender moderation effect
are largely exploratory without a priori theoretical hypotheses.
Our main focus was to identify possible gender differences
in the relationship between teachers’ grouping strategies and
peer social experiences, which we anticipate will set the stage
for future inquiry.

CONCLUSION

This study documents changes in young children’s peer social
experiences in early elementary classrooms, reveals how these
changes are related to teachers’ grouping strategies, and explores
whether these grouping strategies differentially mediate the social
experiences of girls and boys. Since the pioneering research
of teacher’s grouping strategies conducted by Gest and Rodkin
(2011) in first, third, and fifth grade classrooms, the current study
is the first endeavor to extend the literature on younger children’s
peer social experiences (kindergarten to third grade), and is the
first study that explores gender moderation of teacher influence.
Overall, our findings show more differences than similarities with
Gest and Rodkin’s pioneering work, which may indicate that
teacher’s influence on children’s peer social experiences changes
along the trajectory of children’s social development.
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Concerning challenges with the social inclusion of children with special educational
needs (SEN), it is imperative to evaluate teacher interventions that promote social
inclusion. This study aimed to investigate the effects of cooperative learning (CL)
intervention on social inclusion. In addition, it was investigated to what degree CL
implementation affected the outcomes. Fifty-six teachers of 958 fifth-grade children
were randomly selected to intervention and control groups upon recruitment to the
study. The intervention teachers received training and coaching in CL and implemented
this approach three to four times a week for 15 weeks. The results showed a significant
but small effect of CL on children’s social acceptance, but no significant effect on
children’s friendships and perceptions of classroom relationships. The degree of CL
implementation had effect on children’s social acceptance, but the effect was not
consistent across social acceptance measures as a friend or a groupmate. Thus, it can
be concluded that CL, conducted with the length and intensity of this study, may not
lead to substantial changes in the social inclusion of children with SEN. In future studies,
more focus needs to be devoted to teacher implementation of the CL approach.

Keywords: inclusion, cooperative learning, teachers, children with special needs, intervention

INTRODUCTION

While educational policies around the world have become more inclusive (Ramberg and Watkins,
2020), the social inclusion of children with special educational needs (SEN) still constitutes an area
of concern. This concern has been expressed in a number of studies showing that children with SEN
are less accepted by their peers and have fewer friends than their non-SEN peers (Pijl et al., 2010;
Nepi et al., 2015; Schwab, 2015; Avramidis et al., 2018; Banks et al., 2018). Moreover, children with
SEN have fewer interactions with classmates (Koster et al., 2010) and spend less time with peers
during school breaks than their non-SEN peers (Schwab, 2015). They express lower self-concept
and self-perception of social integration than their non-SEN peers (Pijl et al., 2010; Schwab, 2015).
It is alarming that these patterns of exclusion seem to persist over time, as children’s friendships
tend to remain stable over time (Frederickson and Furnham, 2001; Frostad et al., 2011; Schwab,
2019). Thus, although children with SEN are educated alongside their peers, there seem to be few
opportunities for social inclusion.

The explanations for the challenges of social inclusion may be related to individual and
contextual factors. Based on an individual perspective, it is the lack of the necessary social
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interaction skills that may be the reason for exclusion. For
example, aggressive behavior and difficulties with social skills
have been identified as predictors of peer rejection (Cillessen
and Mayeux, 2004; de Boer et al., 2013; Schwab et al., 2015).
Based on a contextual perspective, it is the factors in students’
environments that may explain exclusion or inclusion. Such
factors include peer attitudes (de Boer et al., 2013), classroom
norms (Gasser et al., 2017, 2018), and lack of teacher support
(Mikami et al., 2013). From this perspective, it is important
to provide opportunities for meaningful peer contacts (Grütter
et al., 2018; Pinto et al., 2019). Moreover, teachers may need
to address peer attitudes and friendships by creating inclusive
classroom norms, modeling positive peer relationships, and
giving children positive feedback (Mikami et al., 2013; Huber
et al., 2018). In light of the contextual perspective on inclusion,
this study contributes to previous research by evaluating a
cooperative learning (CL) intervention aiming to promote social
inclusion in classrooms with SEN children.

Cooperative Learning Approach
In the CL approach, children work in small heterogeneous groups
structured to enhance the learning of all group members (Slavin,
2014; Gillies, 2016). Several CL methods vary with regard to
their theoretical underpinnings and specific elements, such as
reward or task structures (for a review, see Slavin, 1996). An
approach that has gained popularity in recent years is Learning
Together (Johnson et al., 1993, 2009). This approach aims to
promote group cohesion by structuring group work according
to five principles based on social interdependence theory. The
first principle, positive interdependence, ensures that all group
members are aware that they are dependent on each other’s
efforts in completing a task–a single member of a group cannot
achieve anything unless all its members do. The second principle,
individual accountability, means that all the group members
feel responsible for completing their share of the group work.
Promotive interaction, the third principle, implies that children
are given possibilities to interact to promote group work by giving
each other help, support, and feedback. The fourth principle,
social skills, entails explicitly teaching social skills and motivating
children to use them in group work sessions. The final principle,
group processing, involves reflecting on the group work to plan
future group activities. The teacher’s task in the CL approach
is to structure classroom activities regarding the five principles
of CL, introduce the activities, and monitor and intervene in
the group work when needed (Johnson and Johnson, 2008;
Gillies, 2016).

Reviews of the CL approach consistently show that it is a
promising instructional method. CL approach has yielded higher
results on children’s achievement across a wide range of school
subjects (Johnson and Johnson, 2002; Roseth et al., 2008; Kyndt
et al., 2013). It has led to positive changes in children’s perceptions
of peer support, interpersonal attraction and liking, and children’s
prosocial behavior (Gillies and Ashman, 1997, 2000; Slavin and
Cooper, 1999; Johnson and Johnson, 2002; Roseth et al., 2008).
However, the CL approach for the social inclusion of children
with SEN is less researched. In a recent review of the effects of CL
on the social inclusion of children with SEN, Garrote et al. (2017)

identified six studies that included both CL and group activities
in general, such as peer tutoring or support groups. According
to the authors, the number of methodologically sound studies is
still too small to conclude the effectiveness of group activities in
promoting the inclusion of children with SEN.

CL Approach and Social Inclusion of
Children With SEN
The limited number of studies that have evaluated the effect
of the CL approach on social inclusion of children with SEN
show that this approach leads to increases in social acceptance
and prosocial group behaviors (Putnam et al., 1996; Gillies and
Ashman, 1997, 2000; Jacques et al., 1998; André et al., 2011;
Capodieci et al., 2019). The interventions in these studies varied
in length, from 12 h to 7 months, and in intensity, from 90 to
180 min per week. Thus, there is evidence for the benefits of
the CL approach for children with SEN, even in short duration
interventions. However, none of the studies evaluated children’s
perceptions of their classroom relationships due to instruction
according to the CL approach. In this study, the effects of the
CL approach are evaluated on peer acceptance, friendships, and
children’s own perceptions of their classroom relationships.

While there is evidence on the effect of the CL approach
on inclusion, less is known of the conditions under which this
approach has the intended effect. The social interdependence
theory, a premise of the CL approach, posits that structuring
tasks for positive interdependence among group members gives
rise to psychological processes of caring for one’s group members
and readiness to invest energy into others than oneself (Johnson
and Johnson, 2009). However, this assumption was challenged by
Slavin (2014), who pointed out that it may be a necessary but
not sufficient condition for cooperation. Slavin (2014) proposed
that group members may need additional motivational incentives
to cooperate effectively, and that change as a result of such an
intervention may take time.

Research on social inclusion may also add important
explanations to the complexity of the relationship between the
CL approach and social inclusion. In children’s decisions of
whom to include, they appear to be balancing concerns of group
functioning and moral issues of fairness and justice (Gasser et al.,
2014). Peer group norms may influence these decisions. For
example, under competitive classroom norms, group functioning
concerns may weigh more, and peers may justify excluding a
child with learning or behavior difficulties based on concerns of
their group’s functioning (Gasser et al., 2017). The question is
whether these processes take place in studies of the CL approach
in heterogeneous groups, in which differences in academic status
among members have led to problems with the participation of
low-performing children (Cohen, 1994; Mulryan, 1995). If so,
teachers may need to pay specific attention to creating inclusive
classroom norms when using the CL approach.

Specific arrangements to promote group cooperation have
been described in the CL approach studies and social inclusion.
Different parts of a task were assigned to individual group
members, or complementary roles were introduced (Jacques
et al., 1998; André et al., 2011). For example, in a study by
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André et al. (2011) on CL’s use in physical education, goal
interdependence was ensured by aggregating team results by
adding up each team member’s score.

In addition to creating tasks conducive to cooperation,
separate training in social and group work skills has proved to be
important (Gillies and Ashman, 1997, 2000; Baines et al., 2015;
Capodieci et al., 2019). In a series of studies, Gillies and Ashman
(1997, 2000) had compared gains in children’s cooperative
behaviors in two groups–children who participated in group
work and children who, before the group work, participated in
two training sessions with a focus on group work skills. As a
result, the children in cooperative groups with additional training
in group work skills showed more cooperative behavior and were
more responsive to children who needed help. However, these
benefits were not evident for children with learning difficulties,
who improved only in on-task behavior. To conclude, merely
assigning students to groups may not lead to social inclusion.
Instead, it requires effort from the teacher to promote social skills
and positive interdependence among group members.

Implementing the CL
Approach–Teachers’ Role
Teachers may find it challenging to implement the CL approach
in their everyday instruction. In a survey by Abrami et al. (2004),
61% of teachers reported that they used CL, but a closer look
into the teacher-reported practices revealed a gap between the
recommendations and the actual classroom practices. Only half
of the teachers in the study reported structuring group activities
with principles of CL in mind. In a study by Lopata et al. (2003),
professional development in CL was only associated with an
increase in practices to support individual accountability, but
not positive interdependence. The authors pointed to a need
for greater attention to the elements that promote cooperation,
such as positive interdependence, promotive interaction, and
group processing. Difficulties in teacher implementation of CL
have been confirmed in recent studies. Gillies and Boyle (2010)
found that, although teachers had positive experiences of CL, they
also experienced difficulties in responding to children socializing
and not working, in managing the time effectively, and setting
aside time for preparation. Buchs et al. (2017) reported that
teachers perceived implementing CL as difficult, especially with
regard to assessing children’s work and embedding CL within
the curriculum. CL, as a practice, requires a profound change
in teacher practices from teacher-led to child-centered pedagogy
(Hennessey and Dionigi, 2013; Ghaith, 2018). Some researchers
propose that to promote student cooperation, teachers need
to cooperate with their colleagues, thus arguing for whole-
school approaches in the implementation of CL (Sharan, 2010;
Jolliffe, 2015).

The teacher’s role in the CL approach is central but intricate.
Training in CL renders changes in the teacher’s role from
modeling and providing direct instruction to one of monitoring
and scaffolding group work (Blatchford et al., 2006; Gillies, 2016).
It is generally acknowledged that less teacher involvement in
group work is associated with greater autonomy (Lin et al.,
2015). However, the teacher plays a profound role in framing

the expectations of standard rules and norms in the classroom
group work (Baker et al., 2017). These expectations may
be communicated by asking and responding to questions or
giving explanations (Webb et al., 2006). Furthermore, teacher
guidance for group work may include prompting, modeling, and
praising successful group processes (Lin et al., 2015). Thus, the
teacher’s role includes the a priori structuring of group work
for cooperation; following up on the social rules for interaction,
and intervening when groups encounter problems. Regarding
the reported challenges in implementing the CL approach, the
teachers’ role in implementing the CL deserves careful attention
in discerning the effects of this approach for the social inclusion
of children with SEN.

The Present Study
Concerning the need to study interventions that may promote
social inclusion for children with SEN (Garrote et al., 2017), this
study aims to contribute to previous research by investigating the
effect of CL on social inclusion in classrooms in which children
with SEN are educated alongside with their peers. Following a
view of social inclusion as a multidimensional construct (Koster
et al., 2009), the study focuses on three aspects of inclusion, peer
acceptance, friendships, and children’s perceptions of classroom
relationships. Also, concerning challenges in implementing the
CL approach (Gillies and Boyle, 2010; Buchs et al., 2017), a
special focus is devoted to the teacher implementation of the CL
approach. The research questions are:

(a) What is the effect of CL approach and the effect of
degree of CL implementation on children’s perceptions of
classroom relationships?

(b) What is the effect of CL approach and the effect of degree
of CL implementation on children’s social acceptance and
friendships?

MATERIALS AND METHODS

A cluster-randomized experimental design was used to
investigate the effects of CL on children’s social inclusion.
The study was conducted per the guidelines for good research
practices stipulated in the European Code of Conduct for
Research Integrity (All European Academies [ALLEA], 2017).
Before starting the study, ethical approval (Dnr 2017/372) was
obtained from the Swedish National Ethical Committee.

Participants
The study’s participants were 56 teachers of 958 fifth graders, aged
11 (498 boys and 460 girls). After recruitment and the submittal
of informed consent by the teachers, the children, and their
parents, the teachers and their classes were randomly assigned to
intervention and control groups. Furthermore, to ensure equal
prerequisites in the intervention and control groups, before the
randomization, the teachers were divided into three groups based
on their reports of previous knowledge and experience of CL.
These groups were: (a) having knowledge and experience of CL,
(b) having some knowledge or experience of CL, and (c) having
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no knowledge or experience of CL. The randomization was
conducted within each group. Teachers working at the same
school were randomized to the same group. As seen in Table 1,
an approximately equal proportion of teachers in the intervention
and control groups had knowledge and experience of CL.

Further, as seen in Table 1, the average class size was 27
children, and in 75% of classes, the proportion of children
with SEN was 33–36%. In Sweden, the identification of special
needs is not dependent on a medical diagnosis. Instead, it
is up to the teachers and school welfare teams to determine
which children are entitled to special support (Swedish National
Educational Agency [SNAE], 2014). Children can receive two
types of special support: extra adaptations and special support,
documented in an individual educational plan (IEP). Thus,
the proportion of children with SEN include those in need of
extra adaptations and those who received support. Owing to
regulations on the protection of individuals (SFS 2009:400, 2009),
the information on children’s need for special support or type of
special needs on an individual or school level is not accessible
to researchers. Therefore, a special letter of consent was sent to
children’s parents, asking them to approve teachers’ providing
the researchers with information on their child’s need for special
support. As the parents of only 12 students gave their approval
for this, information on special support was retrieved through
teacher reports on the class level.

Power analyses showed a need to recruit 51 classes and 1,020
children, based on an expected effect size of 0.30 and power of
80%, with an expected amount of 20 children per class and an
intraclass correlation of 0.10. Therefore, 56 teachers, responsible
for 1,169 fifth graders in 52 classes at 28 schools, were recruited.
However, informed consent was obtained from the parents of
only 958 children (463 in the intervention group and 495 in
the control group). Furthermore, the attrition rate for pre-
and post-measurement was 35% for perceptions of classroom
relationships, so that 624 children were included in the analyses
upon listwise deletion. For measures of peer acceptance and
friendships, the attrition was 28%, resulting in analyses of data
from 689 children. The reasons for attrition were teacher dropout

TABLE 1 | Background characteristics of classes and teachers in intervention
and control groups.

CL group Control group

Number of teachers at recruitment 27 28

Number of children at recruitment 463 495

Teacher knowledge and experience of cooperative learning

Knowledge and experience 9 6

Some knowledge 9 8

No previous knowledge 9 9

Mean number of students per class 27 27

Proportion of children with SEN per class

Min 0.04 0.04

1st quartile 0.17 0.27

2nd quartile 0.27 0.33

3rd quartile 0.33 0.36

Max 0.60 0.58

from the study due to sick leave and personal circumstances
(five teachers in the intervention group and two teachers in
the control group). In addition, some teachers did not send the
questionnaires to the researchers as intended, and some children
were absent on the day of data collection.

In Appendix Tables A1, A2, the groups of children with
missing values at pre- and post-measurement are compared
with the children who participated in the study at both pre-
and post-measurement. Comparisons between the groups were
made using independent samples T-tests. Analyses revealed some
degree of attrition bias. For children’s perceptions of classroom
relationships, the children with missing values at pre- or post-
measurement rated academic and personal support from their
classmates and cohesion in a class lower than did the children
who participated in both pre- and post-measurement. Regarding
social acceptance, children in the control group who dropped
out of the study at post-measurement, received more most
liked nominations than the children who did not drop out.
For friendships, significant differences between the groups were
found in the intervention group. Children with missing values at
pre- and post-measurement had significantly fewer reciprocated
nominations than the children in the study.

Intervention
Teachers in the intervention group received 5 days of training in
the CL approach, divided into three phases. In the first phase, a 2-
day training focused on the five principles of the CL approach, the
creation of heterogeneous groups, and group-building activities.
The participating teachers created lesson plans for activities that
embedded the five principles of CL. The first phase of training
lasted for 7 weeks. This phase also included a classroom visit for
each teacher, during which researchers observed one lesson and
provided feedback. During the school visit, the data on the quality
of implementation of CL were collected.

The second phase of the training focused on embedding
the CL principles in mathematics and literacy curriculum
activities during 2 days of training. The researchers elaborated
scripts of activities in mathematical problem-solving and reading
comprehension, incorporating the five principles of CL. The
second phase lasted for 6 weeks and included a classroom visit
and personal feedback to each teacher, which also served as a data
collection point. The third phase encompassed 1 day of training,
scheduled 2 weeks before the end of the study. The training
was based on the classrooms’ observations and focused on the
CL approach’s theoretical foundations and additional activities to
promote student interaction in groups.

In all the phases, in accordance with previous research on the
implementation of CL (Jolliffe, 2015), the teachers were invited
to participate in the activities they were to conduct with their
children. The teachers were supported with training materials
describing the theory behind CL, and activities and strategies
aligned with its five principles, positive interdependence,
individual accountability, promotive interaction, teaching social
skills, and group processing (Klang et al., 2018). Based on
the Learning Together approach (Johnson et al., 1993, 2009),
the training materials were developed in cooperation with four
teachers and 90 children who were not participants in the study.
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The five principles of cooperation were ensured in all the
activities. To promote positive interdependence, the teachers
devoted time to group-building activities. After the teachers
formed the groups, the children created a name and logo
for them. The teachers introduced each lesson with their
group’s common goal and emphasized group performance
rather than individual performance. Tasks were structured to
ensure that the children would be dependent on each other’s
information or knowledge. For individual accountability, the
tasks were introduced by emphasizing that each group member
is responsible for the group’s work. At the end of each lesson, the
children were asked to report on a task’s results. They did this
either individually or rotated between different groups where a
group member reported the results of their group’s work to the
other groups. For promotive interaction, the teachers ensured
that the children were seated near each other and shared the
task’s materials.

To promote social skills, the teachers introduced one or
two social skills per lesson. The same social skill was focused
on for 1 or 2 weeks. The social skill was visible on the
whiteboard, and activities to practice it were conducted. The
teachers encouraged the children to practice their social skills
and praised them when they did. For group processing, the
teachers allowed time to evaluate the groups’ collaboration
and decide on future strategies at the end of each lesson.
The teachers worked on CL 3 to 4 days a week for
15 weeks. The groups were heterogeneous in terms of academic
and social abilities, and the group composition alternated
every 4 weeks.

Implementation of the CL Approach
Data on the fidelity of implementation included both adherence
and dosage, in accordance with standards for evidence-based
practices (Council for Exceptional Children, 2014). Data on
implementation related to dosage was collected through teacher
self-reports. Five times during the intervention period, the
teachers were asked to provide information on the amount of
time they devoted to CL over 2 weeks. Data on the quantity
of implementation showed that in 21 of the 27 classes, the
teachers reported having applied CL at least three to four
times a week and in two classes in less than three to four
lessons; no information was provided for the remaining four
classes. Data on adherence were collected through observations
using an observation protocol based on the principles of CL
(Johnson et al., 2009). The observations revealed that most
teachers implemented the CL intervention consistently through
the intervention period, although the degree of implementation
varied (see “Measures” section).

Control Condition
Teachers in the control condition were instructed to teach as
usual. Due to a lack of time and resources, the observations
in the control condition could not be conducted. To ensure
that the teachers were interested in participating in the project,
they received two lectures on mathematical problem-solving and
reading comprehension despite being part of the control group.
No cooperative activities were held.

Measures
According to a broad definition of social inclusion (Koster et al.,
2009), data on children’s social acceptance and friendships were
collected through peer nominations. The children’s perception
of classroom relationships was measured using the Classroom
Life Instrument (Johnson and Johnson, 1983). Data on teacher
implementation of the CL approach were gathered through
lesson observations during school visits.

Perceived Classroom Relationships
The Classroom Life Instrument (Johnson and Johnson, 1983)
consists of 16 separate scales aiming to explore children’s
perceptions of classroom relationships. The instrument has
shown acceptable reliability and validity (Johnson et al., 1983;
Bertucci et al., 2016). Four scales from the instrument were
used in this study. Two scales, Peer Personal Support (four
items) and Peer Academic Support (five items), were used to
measure children’s perceptions of peer support. Two indicators of
overall classroom climate, related to inclusion, were added: Class
cohesion (five items) and Valuing heterogeneity (four items).
A five-step Likert scale was used, ranging from 1 (“Completely
false”) to 5 (“Completely true”). The Student Academic Support
scale includes four items focusing on children’s perceptions of
peer support and how much peers care about their classmates’
learning, schoolwork, and school attendance. The Cronbach’s
alpha value for this scale was 0.748. The Student Personal Support
scale includes five items encompassing children’s perceptions of
appreciation, friendship, and care from peers. The Cronbach’s
alpha value for this scale was 0.841. The Class Cohesion scale
includes five items on whether all children in the class are
friends and know each other well, and a reversed question
on feelings of loneliness. The Cronbach’s alpha value for this
scale was 0.678. The Valuing Heterogeneity scale includes four
questions on whether children appreciate learning from children
who are different and if they perceive it as fun to work with
and learn from them. The Cronbach’s alpha value for this
scale was 0.739. The items in the four scales were translated
and back-translated by two researchers following guidelines for
cultural translation and adaptation (Brislin, 1970). The scales
were pilot-tested with four teachers and 90 children in fifth
grade prior to their use in the study. The pilot study showed
that all the items in the scales were easy for the children to
understand and respond to.

Peer Acceptance and Friendships
Peer social acceptance was investigated through most liked
peer nominations, and peer friendships were calculated through
reciprocal nominations. Negative nominations were avoided due
to ethical considerations as well as the teachers’ and parents’
concerns regarding the effect of negative nominations on the
children’s relationships (Child and Nind, 2013). Furthermore, the
nominations were not limited to a certain number of children
in a class, as unlimited nominations have higher ecological
validity (Avramidis et al., 2017; Cillessen and Marks, 2017).
Therefore, all children in a class could be selected, in accordance
with the method used by Roistacher (1974). A matrix with
two columns (“Who would you like to be friends with?” and
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“Who would you like to work in a group with?”) and rows
representing the names of all the children in the class was
used. The data for the students without parental consent were
not included in the analyses. However, nominations from all
submitted questionnaires in the classroom were included, when
counting the nominations’ proportion for the students with
parental consent. Proportion scores, calculated by dividing the
number of nominations by the number of nominators, were used
in the analyses (Velásquez et al., 2013).

Degree of CL Implementation
During the first school visit, the main author and a research
assistant conducted observations in 14 classes. Inter-rater
reliability, counted by dividing the number of agreements
by the total number of ratings, was 76%. The observation
protocol included eight domains, including the introduction
of knowledge and social goals, ensuring the five principles
of cooperation, and seating arrangements (see Table 2).
As seen in the table, the observations were rated using a
three-step scale: 0 (“Not present”), 1 (“Minimal requirements
for implementation fulfilled–partial implementation”), and 2
(“All the requirements for implementation are fulfilled–full
implementation”). The definitions of the three steps are presented
in Table 2.

A rating of 1 was assigned when the dimension was present
at the beginning of the lesson, while a rating of 2 was assigned
when the dimension was focused from beginning to the end
of the lesson. For example, concerning the dimension of social
skills, a rating of 1 was assigned to lessons in which the teacher
introduced a social skill at the beginning of the lesson. A rating
of 2 was assigned to lessons in which the teacher introduced the
skills, explicitly accentuated the social skills during the lesson or
provided praise for using them. As seen in the table, most of
the teachers implemented six of the eight dimensions at least
at a minimal level throughout the intervention period. It is also
important to note that the lessons varied in the implementation
of the dimensions, and there were no lessons in which all
dimensions were not fully implemented.

As seen in Table 2, two dimensions–individual accountability
and group processing–were not fully implemented by the
teachers. For individual accountability, a higher number of
teachers implemented this dimension during the second school
visit. For group processing, the number of teachers who
implemented this dimension was relatively low during the whole
intervention period. In addition, as seen in the table, fewer
teachers fully implemented all the dimensions, indicating that
they introduced the dimensions but did not follow up and use
them throughout the lesson. The data on implementation were
aggregated to investigate the effect of the degree of teacher
implementation of CL on children’s outcomes. The classes in
which the aggregated ratings for the eight dimensions were lower
than 16 for two observations were assigned the category “partially
implemented,” while the classes in which the aggregated ratings
exceeded 16 were assigned category “fully implemented.” These
categories were further used in quantitative analyses of the effect
of CL on children’s ratings of classroom relationships, social
acceptance, and friendships.

Statistical Analyses
Multiple multilevel regression analyses with a two-level structure
were conducted (Twisk, 2006). Multilevel regression analyses
allowed to account for the nested structure of the data, in
which students’ responses were nested within their classrooms.
The analyses were performed in R software, lme4 package,
and children’s classrooms were considered a level 2 variable.
The assumptions of normality of residuals, controlled by visual
inspection of quantile-quantile plots, were met for all the
variables. The number of outliers, which had a studentized
residual value greater than ±3 varied from 0 to 15. In a case-
by-case inspection, outliers with a value of Cook’s distance
larger than 1 were deleted. Regression analyses were run on
data, including and excluding outliers. As the results of the
analyses did not differ, the decision was made to keep the
outliers. The assumption of multicollinearity was met as variance
inflation factors (VIF) were not greater than 10. The missing data
were handled by listwise deletion, in which all the cases with
missing values at pre- or post-measurement were deleted prior
to the analyses.

Two multilevel models were used in the analyses. In the first
model, students’ ratings of perceived classroom relationships
as well as scores on social acceptance and friendships were
studied as a function of time (pre- and post-measurement) and
group belonging (intervention and control group), including an
interaction between time and group. To account for variation
in children’s pre-test scores within classrooms and individuals,
two random intercepts were included, varying by class and
individuals’ identification codes. When a random slope was
added to the model, the random effects parameters could not
be estimated, owing to a limited number of cases. Therefore, a
decision was made to report the results of a model with two
random intercepts, accounting for variation in students’ pre-
test scores across classrooms. The second model was similar to
the first model, except that the group belonging variable had
three levels (control, CL partially implemented, and CL fully
implemented). This was done to investigate the effect of the
degree of implementation on children’s outcomes.

RESULTS

What Is the Effect of the CL Approach
and the CL Degree of Implementation on
Children’s Perceptions of Classroom
Relationships?
The results of multiple multilevel regression for children’s ratings
of perceived classroom relationships are presented in Table 3.
As seen in Table 3, in the first regression model, including the
CL group and control group, the regression analyses’ results are
not significant. Thus, it is not possible to conclude that being
part of an intervention group using CL could be associated with
higher ratings in children’s classroom relationship perceptions.
In addition, Table 3 reports the results of the second regression
model, including the control group and CL approach, partially
and fully implemented. As seen in the table, the results are not

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 6 December 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 586489140

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-586489 December 16, 2020 Time: 15:26 # 7

Klang et al. Cooperative Learning and Social Inclusion

TABLE 2 | Data on implementation adherence.

School visit 1 (n = 21) School visit 2 (n = 20)

0 1 2 0 1 2

Knowledge goal
0 not present; 1 the goal is presented by the teacher and is visible on the whiteboard; 2 the
knowledge goal is formulated as a common goal, e.g., “all group members should. . .,” and is
followed up.

0 8 13 2 9 9

Social goal
0 not present; 1 social goal is presented by the teacher and is visible on the whiteboard; 2
social goal is followed up during the lesson.

4 9 8 5 10 5

Social skills
0 not present; 1 social skills are presented by the teacher or are visible on the whiteboard; 2
social skills are given profound attention, and are modeled and reinforced during the lesson.

4 8 9 4 9 7

Promotive interaction
0 not present; 1 students are seated near each other and share materials; 2 students are
seated near each other and the task requires cooperation.

3 9 9 1 8 11

Positive interdependence
0 not present; 1 group work is structured to strengthen cooperation, groups have identities, and
group members have complementary roles; 2 the teacher follows up on the group’s common
goal and encourages cooperation during the lesson.

1 16 4 3 11 6

Individual accountability
0 not present; 1 teacher introduces the task by saying that individual students will be asked to
report; 2 teacher both introduces and follows up on the task either by asking individual students
or by asking students to present the results to other groups.

7 11 3 4 6 10

Group processing
0 not present; 1 time is given for a short evaluation of the group work, e.g., voting; 2 time is
given for a longer evaluation and reflection on the group work.

9 12 0 10 8 2

Seating arrangements
0 not present; 1 students are seated for the task; 2 permanent seating arrangements in groups.

0 9 12 0 7 13

significant, which indicates that the degree of implementation
did not affect children’s perception of classroom relationships.
Overall, the results show that the CL approach did not affect
children’s perceptions of classroom relationships, regardless of
whether the CL approach was fully implemented.

What Is the Effect of CL Approach and
CL Degree of Implementation on
Children’s Social Acceptance and
Friendships?
The results of the two regression models for children’s social
acceptance, studied by most liked nominations of their classmates
as friends or groupmates, and children’s friendships, examined
by reciprocated nominations, are presented in Table 4. As
seen in the table, the CL approach had a significant effect
on children’s social acceptance. However, the magnitude of
regression coefficients is small, indicating that being part of a
CL group could only lead to a small increase in most liked
nominations. Furthermore, the results are significant in the
second model, differentiating full and partial implementation
of the CL approach from the control group. For most liked
nominations as a friend, the effect is significant for the partially
implemented CL approach compared to the control group.
For most liked nominations as a groupmate, the effect is
significant for a fully implemented CL approach. Thus, the
second model results indicate that the degree of implementation
might be important, but the results are not consistent across
the two variables. For children’s friendships, measured through

reciprocal nominations, there was no significant effect of the
CL approach over the control group or significant effect of full
or partial implementation of the CL approach compared with
the control group.

DISCUSSION

Having friends and positive relationships with peers is an
important part of children’s school experiences, but research
shows that it is not always the case for children with SEN (Pijl
et al., 2010; Nepi et al., 2015; Schwab, 2015). Therefore, there is a
need for research on interventions that promote social inclusion.
This study, guided by research on the importance of contextual
factors for inclusion (de Boer et al., 2013; Gasser et al., 2017),
investigated the effects of the CL approach on social inclusion.
While the CL approach is effective in whole-class approaches
(Johnson and Johnson, 2002; Roseth et al., 2008), fewer studies
have been conducted on its benefits for children with SEN
(Garrote et al., 2017).

The study results showed that the CL approach had a small
but significant effect on children’s social acceptance, but not on
children’s friendships and perceptions of classroom relationships.
Thus, the results corroborate previous findings on the effect of
CL on social acceptance (Putnam et al., 1996; Jacques et al.,
1998; André et al., 2011; Capodieci et al., 2019). Longitudinal
studies reveal that patterns of friendships of children with SEN
tend to remain stable over time (Frederickson and Furnham,
2001; Frostad et al., 2011; Schwab, 2019) and thus may be
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resistant to change. The CL intervention in this study lasted
for 15 weeks. Hence, more time may be required to influence
children’s friendships. Future studies are needed to extend CL
interventions over longer periods of time.

The study results indicate that the CL approach, implemented
with the duration and intensity of this specific study, does
not lead to social inclusion. In previous research, unequal
participation patterns were observed in heterogeneous groups
(Cohen, 1994; Mulryan, 1995). These patterns may be exposed
during group formation when roles and norms are established
in cooperative groups. Children with SEN may be particularly
vulnerable in these situations. Children’s inclusion decisions are
complex, and they may be influenced by considerations of their
group’s functioning and norms (Gasser et al., 2014, 2017). Thus,
teachers may need to consider the classroom norms when using
the CL approach and accentuate inclusive classroom norms,
valuing diversity and equal participation.

The CL approach assumes that children develop positive
experiences of group work through a feeling of interdependence,
created through the five principles of the approach, including
positive interdependence, individual accountability, promotive
interaction, explicit instruction in social skills, and group
processing (Johnson and Johnson, 2009). Studies of CL, focusing
on social inclusion of children with SEN, reported on the need
for additional training in social skills (Gillies and Ashman, 1997,
2000; Baines et al., 2015; Capodieci et al., 2019). Moreover,
specific procedures to ensure positive interdependence were
used by aggregating team results on individual scores (André
et al., 2011). In this study, the implementation of the five CL
principles was assured through activities and materials. Based
on the lack of a significant effect on social inclusion, future
studies of the CL approach may be necessary to further accentuate
training in social skills and to promote positive interdependence
among group members.

As highlighted above, implementing a CL approach appears
to be a formidable task for teachers. Therefore, it is important
to explore how the CL approach can be incorporated into
the teachers’ everyday practices. In this study, the degree of
CL implementation did not affect children’s perceptions of
their classroom relationships or friendships. It had, though, a
significant effect on children’s social acceptance as a groupmate.
However, the observational data on implementation revealed
that not all teachers fully implemented the CL approach
in their classes. The dimensions of CL that were not
sufficiently implemented were individual accountability and
group processing. While individual accountability had been
implemented by most teachers by the end of the intervention,
not all the teachers in the intervention group devoted time to
group processing. The groups need to evaluate their work and
plan future actions to function well (Johnson et al., 1993, 2009).
Given the importance of group processing, it is troubling that this
element was not consistently used in the intervention. Teachers
may struggle with the time needed to prepare lessons and fit the
CL approach into the classroom curriculum (Gillies and Boyle,
2010; Buchs et al., 2017). Future studies should focus on how
the CL approach can be fully implemented concerning teachers’
everyday practices.
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TABLE 4 | Mean scores (standard deviations in parentheses), unstandardized multilevel regression estimates and intraclass correlation coefficients for children’s social
acceptance and friendships.

CL (307) Control (382) Multilevel regression estimates ICC

Pre Post Pre Post Model 1 Model 2

CL: control
b (95% CI)

Partial CL: control
b (95% CI)

Full CL: control
b (95% CI)

Social acceptance (most liked nominations)

As a friend 0.40 (0.18) 0.47 (0.19) 0.50 (0.16) 0.53 (0.17) 0.04** (0.02 to 0.06) 0.05** (0.03 to 0.08) 0.02 (−0.01 to 0.05) 0.478

As a groupmate 0.32 (0.18) 0.38 (0.19) 0.40 (0.20) 43 (0.19) 0.03** (0.01 to 0.05) 0.02 (−0.01 to 0.04) 0.04** (0.01 to 0.06) 0.280

Friendships (reciprocated nominations)

As a friend 0.27 (0.17) 0.31 (0.20) 0.34 (0.18) 0.38 (0.20) 0.01 (0.01 to 0.03) 0.01 (−0.03 to 0.03) 0.02 (−0.01 to 0.05) 0.209

As a groupmate 0.16 (0.12) 0.19 (0.16) 0.22 (0.17) 0.24 (0.17) −0.01 (−0.03 to 0.02) −0.01 (−0.03 to 0.03) −0.01 (−0.01 to 0.02) 0.274

**p ≤ 0.001.
ICC, intraclass correlation coefficient; CL is used to denote cooperative learning intervention.

Another aspect of the implementation of CL concerns the
teacher’s role in CL. In this study, as seen from the observations of
the teachers’ practices, they successfully introduced the principles
of CL at the beginning of the lesson, but these principles were
seldom followed up throughout the lesson. Previous research
has emphasized the importance of teacher framing expectations
for social rules and norms in group work (Webb et al., 2006;
Baker et al., 2017). As the teacher’s role shifts from that of
providing direct instruction to one of scaffolding group work,
teacher guidance of group work through prompting, praising
successful group processes, or modeling is essential (Blatchford
et al., 2006; Lin et al., 2015). The identified challenges in CL
implementation in this study suggest a need for further research
on the teacher’s role in CL, including video observations of
teaching and interviews with both teachers and children.

Previous studies have emphasized CL’s complexity, as it is
not simply a technique but requires a shift from a teacher-
led to a child-focused pedagogy (Hennessey and Dionigi, 2013;
Ghaith, 2018). Thus, an intervention of 15 weeks may have been
insufficient to give rise to these profound changes in teacher
practices. Some researchers advocate whole-school approaches in
the implementation of CL (Sharan, 2010; Jolliffe, 2015), arguing
that to change the cooperation climate in the classroom, teachers
need to change the way they cooperate with colleagues. In this
study, individual teachers rather than schools were recruited
for participation. Further studies on the implementation of
CL may need to consider the importance of teacher teams in
the implementation.

LIMITATIONS

The present study has several limitations. Firstly, due to
regulations concerning the protection of individuals in Sweden
(SFS 2009:400, 2009), the data on individual children’s need for
special support could not be disclosed without the children’s legal
guardians’ permission. Upon the sending of an additional letter
of consent, data on individual children’s need for special support
was retrieved for only 12 children, thus leaving no space for
meaningful investigation of the benefits of CL for these children.

However, based on the teachers’ reports, 75% of the classes in
the study had 33–36% children with SEN. So, although it is
not possible to draw conclusions about the benefits of CL for
individual children with SEN, the study contributes to research
on the use of CL in classes with SEN children.

The second limitation concerns the teachers in the study.
Upon recruitment, it was clear that the teachers were interested
in using the CL approach for inclusion. Teachers in both
the intervention and the control group had some knowledge
and experience of CL. Although the teachers in the control
group were not encouraged to use CL, their teaching may have
contained elements of it. Due to a lack of time and resources,
data on teaching in the control group were not collected, thus
constituting a threat to the study’s internal validity.

The third limitation concerns attrition bias in the study,
which may also have influenced its internal validity. Analyses
revealed significant differences between the groups of children
with missing values and the groups of children who participated
from the beginning to the end of the study: those who dropped
out of the study rated their classroom relationships lower and had
fewer friendships. Attrition bias may indicate that introducing
CL in classes characterized by lower cohesion, less positively
perceived classroom relationships, and fewer friendships at the
start may be more difficult and lead to participant dropout.

Finally, the conclusions from the study may be limited due
to the choice of outcome measures. In this study, only three of
four dimensions of social inclusion (Koster et al., 2009) were
investigated: peer social acceptance, friendships, and perceptions
of children’s classroom relationships. Data on peer interaction
dimension were not collected. Observations of interactions
among the children in the classrooms and during breaks might
have rendered more accurate and ecologically valid measures.

IMPLICATIONS

Despite reforms to ensure access to mainstream schools for
children with SEN, social inclusion remains a challenge. This
study focused on CL as an intervention to improve social
inclusion in classrooms with students with SEN. It was assumed
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that this method could alternate the patterns of peer relationships
in the classrooms by engaging children in heterogeneous groups
in which the work was structured following the principles of
productive collaboration. Although the study results showed
small to non-significant effects of the CL approach on social
inclusion, they may–with reservations regarding the study’s
limitations–offer important insight into when an intervention
to support inclusion is not sufficient. The results indicate that,
merely using CL approach may not lead to profound changes
in social inclusion. In order for CL to be an effective practice,
there is a need to look into teachers’ everyday practices of CL
in classrooms to understand how and why CL may promote
social inclusion. In this regard, it is especially important to study
how teachers can create optimal conditions for cooperation in
heterogeneous groups.
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APPENDIX

TABLE A1 | Students ratings of perceived classroom relationships in questionnaire Classroom Life Instrument, reported separately for those with missing values at
pre-measurement, post-measurement and remaining participants.

Missing at pre-measurement Missing at post-measurement Remaining participants

CL (n = 95) Control (n = 54) CL (n = 109) Control (n = 76) CL (n = 259) Control (n = 365)

Academic support T1 3.29* (0.70) 3.54 (0.57) 3.45* (0.64) 3.58 (0.60)

Personal support T1 3.57* (0.86) 3.75 (0.75) 3.80* (0.73) 3.93 (0.68)

Class cohesion T1 3.63* (0.80) 3.82* (0.64) 3.85* (0.67) 3.99* (0.67)

Valuing heterogeneity T1 2.88 (0.77) 2.84 (0.68) 2.95 (0.73) 2.94 (0.74)

Academic support T2 3.60 (0.70) 3.40** (0.73) 3.57* (0.67) 3.67 (0.66)

Personal support T2 3.90 (0.79) 3.80 (0.85) 3.88 (0.70) 3.97 (0.69)

Class cohesion T2 3.85 (0.69) 3.91 (0.78) 3.89 (0.64) 3.99 (0.68)

Valuing heterogeneity T2 3.11 (0.73) 3.06 (0.79) 2.95 (0.73) 2.90 (0.74)

Values are mean values (standard deviations) unless stated otherwise.
Significant differences between the remaining participants and the groups with missing values, as studied by Independent samples T-tests at significance levels *p = 0.05,
**p = 0.01.

TABLE A2 | Students’ peer nominations, reported separately for those with missing values at pre-measurement, post-measurement, and remaining participants.

Missing at pre-measurement Missing at post-measurement Remaining participants

Peer nominations CL (n = 54) Control (n = 29) CL (n = 102) Control (n = 84) CL (n = 307) Control (n = 382)

Peer nominations as friend T1 0.42 (0.16) 0.53* (0.14) 0.40 (0.18) 0.50* (0.16)

Peer nominations as group-mate T1 0.31 (0.16) 0.35 (0.17) 0.32 (0.18) 0.40 (0.20)

Reciprocated peer nominations as a friend T1 0.27*** (0.16) 0.32 (0.23) 0.35*** (0.18) 0.25 (0.17)

Reciprocated peer nominations as a group-mate T1 0.16*** (0.13) 0.15 (0.12) 0.23*** (0.17) 0.14 (0.12)

Peer nominations as friend T2 0.44 (0.17) 0.52 (0.13) 0.47 (0.19) 0.53 (0.17)

Peer nominations as group-mate T2 0.33 (0.16) 0.44 (0.17) 0.38 (0.19) 43 (0.19)

Reciprocated peer nominations as a friend T2 0.26*** (0.17) 0.31 (0.22) 0.41*** (0.19) 0.30 (0.19)

Reciprocated peer nominations as a group-mate T2 0.10*** (0.08) 0.19 (0.22) 0.30*** (0.16) 0.18 (0.16)

Values are mean values (standard deviations) unless stated otherwise.
Significant differences between the remaining participants and the groups with missing values, as studied by independent samples T-tests at significance levels *p ≤ 0.05,
***p ≤ 0.001.
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Schools may be one important context where adolescents learn and shape the
behaviors necessary for promoting global inclusivity in adulthood. Given the importance
of bystanders in halting bullying and peer aggression, the focus of this study is on
both moral judgments regarding one type of bullying, social exclusion, and factors
that are associated with bystander intervention. The study includes 896 adolescents,
who were 6th (N = 450, Mage = 11.73), and 9th (N = 446, Mage = 14.82) graders,
approximately evenly divided by gender. Participants were primarily European–American
(63.3%). Results revealed that girls and participants who perceived better relationships
between students and teachers were more likely to judge exclusion to be wrong. Further,
ethnic minority participants, those who were more anxious about being rejected by their
teachers and reported more teacher discrimination were less likely to judge exclusion
as wrong. Participants who reported more positive student–teacher relationships,
perceptions of a more positive school social environment and more prior experiences of
teacher discrimination were more likely to report that they would seek help for the victim.
On the other hand, participants who reported being more angry about teacher rejection,
experiencing either peer or teacher discrimination, and perceiving they are excluded
from opportunities at school were less likely to intervene to come to the aid of a peer who
is being excluded. The results document the complex interplay of school and teacher
factors in shaping adolescents’ bystander responses to social exclusion. Our findings
suggest that positive school climate can promote intentions to intervene. However,
findings indicate that adolescents who are marginalized in their school environments,
and who report experiences of rejection, exclusion or discrimination are not willing or
likely to intervene to prevent others from experiencing exclusion.

Keywords: bystander intervention, peers, discrimination, teachers, school climate, inclusion

INTRODUCTION

Adolescents experience social exclusion and observe others who are excluded (Abrams et al., 2005;
Killen and Rutland, 2011). While researchers have often examined social exclusion with the aim of
understanding youth experiences of exclusion and exploring their evaluations of and reasoning
about exclusion (Rutland and Killen, 2015; Mulvey, 2016), it is imperative to also understand
what factors predict inclusive behavior. This is especially important given the negative impacts of
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exclusion on short- and long-term well-being, academic success
and mental health (Buhs et al., 2006). Furthermore, the United
Nations, which has placed a strong focus on ensuring global
inclusive societies, articulates that social exclusion can manifest
in many ways, including rejection from group activities, denial
of educational and occupational opportunities, restricted access
to social support, and systematic inequality (United Nations.,
2016). Finally, the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development noted that over the past decade, schools
have struggled to make progress in both academic and social
inclusion (OECD, 2015). Although, as noted above, exclusion can
occur in community settings as well (for instance, in informal
peer interactions), schools may be one important context where
adolescents learn and shape the inclusive behaviors necessary
for promoting global inclusivity in adulthood. Thus, we examine
adolescents’ bystander behaviors, with attention to school and
teacher factors that promote adolescents’ defending behaviors
when they observe social exclusion, a type of bullying. In
particular, we examine school climate, as key research has
documented that school climate can shape feelings of inclusion
and belonging (Cemalcilar, 2010), teacher rejection sensitivity
as rejection sensitivity is linked to negative social experiences
in schools (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2013), and experiences of
discrimination as perceived discrimination has been associated
with less willingness to intervene on behalf of one’s peers who are
victimized (Mulvey et al., 2019).

Bystander Intervention
Bullying can be defined as aggressive behavior which is repeated
over time and which involves a power imbalance between
the aggressor and the victim (Espelage and Colbert, 2016).
Bullying can take many forms, including physical aggression,
verbal aggression, cyberbullying, and social exclusion (Wang
et al., 2010). The current study focuses on social exclusion,
one type of bullying. Research indicates the powerful roles that
bystanders can play in halting bullying (Mulvey et al., 2013),
with results indicating that bullying tends to stop very quickly
if a bystander intervenes (Hawkins et al., 2001). Bystanders
have a number of different options when they observe someone
else being bullied—they could defend the victim, reinforce the
bully (by laughing or watching), assist the bully (participate in
excluding) or distance themselves as an outsider (walk away)
(Salmivalli et al., 2011). Individuals may make different decisions
about how to respond depending on the type of bullying and
how the bullying is occurring. Moreover, findings on bystander
responses to social exclusion, one type of bullying, indicate
that when bystanders observe exclusion but do not intervene,
observers judge exclusion as more acceptable, suggesting the
important distal impacts of bystanders (Malti et al., 2015). Given
the importance of bystanders in helping to stop bullying, the
focus of this study is on both moral judgments regarding one
type of bullying, namely social exclusion, and factors that are
associated with bystander intervention to stop social exclusion.
Moral judgments are important to also consider, in addition to
bystander behavior. This is because for youth to be motivated
to intervene on behalf of one who is excluded, youth first need
to recognize that the exclusion which is occurring is wrong.

However, research suggests that adolescents often prioritize
group membership (maintaining group identity) over moral
principles in making decisions about if social exclusion is okay
or not okay (Hitti et al., 2016).

What Fosters an Inclusive Environment?
Our research on fostering inclusive spaces draws on the social
reasoning development perspective (Rutland et al., 2010; Rutland
and Killen, 2015). This perspective stems from two robust
research traditions, social domain theory (Turiel, 1983) and
social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1976), in arguing
that individuals weigh both their moral principles and sense of
loyalty and identification with their groups when making social
decisions. When considering inclusion and exclusion evaluations,
research drawing on this perspective finds that youth consistently
balance the pull of both of these concerns (Mulvey, 2016).
Further, research demonstrates that youth are especially attuned
to the importance of inclusion in school contexts: they judge
exclusion at school (e.g., at a school dance or lunch at school)
to be less acceptable than exclusion from out of school events
(e.g., birthday sleepovers; Killen et al., 2010). Thus, school may be
one particular context where inclusive attitudes can be fostered
as there may be school norms, policies or practices that foster
inclusion in schools (Nipedal et al., 2010). Moreover, with age,
adolescents may place greater priority on group-based concerns
than on moral principles (Killen et al., 2017). As an example,
findings suggest that older adolescents are less likely to intervene
when they hear peers use race-based humor at school, in part
because of concerns regarding the consequences they may face
for challenging their peer group (Mulvey et al., 2016).

Factors within the school environment may be centrally
important for fostering inclusive tendencies. Prior research has
documented the role of school norms in fostering inclusion,
with findings suggesting that if children are told that their
school has a norm supporting inclusion of others, they will
be more likely to reject exclusion of peers, although individual
group norms can also influence judgments (Nesdale, 2011;
McGuire et al., 2015), but less work has examined other
factors in the school environment that may shape inclusive
tendencies. Further, research demonstrates that adolescents are
able to articulate harm associated with exclusion experienced at
school, while also recognizing the importance of maintaining
group boundaries (Thorkildsen et al., 2002). This suggests that
adolescents understand the complexity of exclusion. The aim of
the current study is to examine specific school and teacher-related
factors that may shape adolescents’ intentions to intervene to
discourage social exclusion.

School Climate
Research also demonstrates that school climate as a
multidimensional construct (perceptions of dimensions of
the school environment such as student–teacher relationships,
social environment, differential treatment of some students,
and connection to one’s school) is important for shaping moral
judgments and responses to bullying, including exclusion, in
school contexts (Mulvey et al., 2019). For example, beyond
school norms, the school social environment more generally may
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be important for fostering inclusive tendencies. Students who
feel happy with their peers and the overall climate for students
at their school may be more likely to welcome others and be
inclusive. Further, adolescents who perceived higher support
from their teachers were more likely to report that they would
challenge the bully and comfort the victims by being inclusive
for them (Evans and Smokowski, 2015).

Research shows that students who are satisfied at school
(happy and content with their school) are more likely to
report that they experience positive relationships (Whitley
et al., 2012). In addition to the social environment, school
connectedness or school belonging is a central dimension of
school climate that may shape students’ inclusive tendencies.
Prior research documents positive outcomes (for instance,
greater school enjoyment) for youth who feel that they are
more connected to their schools or have higher school belonging
ratings (Cemalcilar, 2010; Gillen-O’Neel and Fuligni, 2013).
Further, research documents that belonging matters for how
students think about if they might intervene if someone is
being excluded: students who recognize the importance of
belonging are more likely to demonstrate inclusive tendencies
(Feigenberg et al., 2008).

However, there is still much that is unknown with regards to
the way that students’ own feelings about their connectedness
to their school or how much they belong shape their desire to
include others and prevent exclusion.

Additional school climate factors such as student-teacher
relationships are centrally important for shaping student
attitudes and responses (Mulvey et al., 2019). Further, while
we often think of student–teacher relationships as important
for shaping resilience in victimized youth (Konishi and Hymel,
2009; Wang et al., 2015), recent research indicates that positive
relationships with teachers are not protective for youth who
experience high rates of bias-based victimization such as
teasing and exclusion (Price et al., 2019). Additionally, research
demonstrates that youth who report more positive student-
teacher relationships are more likely to defend victims of bullying
(Jungert et al., 2016). Less is known, however, about whether
student-teacher relationships can foster inclusive tendencies in
youth, perhaps preventing victimization from occurring.

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity
While positive student-teacher relationships may be important,
not all students have positive student–teacher relationships
(McGrath and Van Bergen, 2015). In fact, some students fear
rejection from their teachers (London et al., 2007) or experience
exclusion and discrimination from their teachers (Benner and
Graham, 2013; Respress et al., 2013; Mulvey et al., 2020).
Rejection sensitivity refers to a tendency that some children
hold to react defensively (either with anxiety or anger) to the
potential for rejection from others in ambiguous situations
(Downey et al., 1998; London et al., 2007). Findings document
that youth who score higher on rejection sensitivity experience
more difficulty with relationships and engage in more aggressive
behavior (Downey et al., 1998; Bondü and Krahé, 2015; Zimmer-
Gembeck et al., 2016; Gao et al., 2019). Further, prior work
has documented that youth who feel rejected by their teachers

have increasingly difficult relationships with their peers over
time (Mercer and DeRosier, 2008). What has not yet been
explored, however, is how teacher rejection sensitivity relates
to student inclusive tendencies. It may be that adolescents who
are more worried about being rejected by their teachers will be
motivated to protect others from being excluded. Prior research
demonstrates the importance of examining both anxious and
angry subtypes of rejection sensitivity, as these subtypes are
differentially related to child outcomes (Downey et al., 1998;
London et al., 2007; Zimmer-Gembeck and Nesdale, 2013).
Specifically, London et al. (2007) found that anxious rejection
sensitivity was associated with social anxiety and withdrawal,
while angry rejection sensitivity was associated with aggression.
On the other hand, fears of rejection from teachers may result
in adolescents’ not wanting to intervene to promote inclusion
as participants may fear that actively advocating for inclusion
may place them at greater risk for additional rejection from
their teachers. Additionally, those who perceive that they are
rejected by their teachers may not be motivated to foster others’
inclusion or may not feel that they have the capabilities to
support others’ inclusion (London et al., 2007). Prior research
has not previously assessed whether anxious and angry teacher
rejection sensitivity are associated with expected responses to
observing others’ exclusion, but we hypothesized that anxious
rejection sensitivity might be more likely to be associated with
responses that could promote exclusion, given its links to social
anxiety and withdrawal (London et al., 2007; Zimmer-Gembeck
and Nesdale, 2013) than would angry rejection sensitivity. While
measures of rejection sensitivity include subscales for peer and
teacher rejection sensitivity, for the current analysis we focused
on teacher rejection sensitivity in order to closely examine the
impact of perceptions of relationships with teachers.

Perceptions of Discrimination
Related to rejection sensitivity, some youth may perceive that
they are targeted by their teachers for discrimination or that
they are excluded from opportunities provided by teachers or
that others are given differential treatment (Griffin et al., 2020).
Findings suggest that such perceptions of discrimination can
impact one’s self-esteem (Verkuyten, 1998) and that experiences
of bias and discrimination in schools are related to factors
such as teacher responsiveness and multicultural education
(Verkuyten and Thijs, 2002). Further, prior research has shown
that perceptions of discrimination can, at times, motivate youth
and emerging adults, especially those from ethnic minority
backgrounds, to engage in activism to promote social change
(Hope et al., 2019). Research also documents that there are
different profiles of students who report high perceptions of peer
and teacher discrimination with some adolescents disengaging if
they experience discrimination and not expressing intentions to
intervene to help others, while others increase their involvement
in the bullying ecology broadly, expressing intentions to both
challenge unfair treatment of others as well as to potentially
participate in others’ victimization (Mulvey et al., 2020). Thus,
more research is needed that examines the role of perceptions of
discrimination and perceived exclusion/differential treatment in
shaping youth inclusive tendencies.
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Current Study
Our focus on schools and teachers centered on factors that would
encourage bystanders to defend victims of social exclusion, such
as school climate (Zullig et al., 2015), as well as factors that
might inhibit inclusion, such as sensitivity to being rejected by
teachers (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2013) or perceptions of teacher
or peer discrimination (Adam et al., 2015; Gutman et al., 2017).
Further, in the current study, we examined 6th and 9th graders,
as these grades are transition years in schools the United States
(movement from elementary school to middle school and from
middle school to high school) wherein peer relationships undergo
significant reorganization (Farmer et al., 2013).

Our research questions were:

(1) How do student, peer and teacher factors explain
adolescents’ moral judgments of exclusion?

(2) How do student and teacher factors explain adolescents’
intentions to intervene to prevent exclusion?

Our hypotheses were:

(1) Adolescents who perceive their school climate to be
more positive generally (positive student–teacher
relationships, greater school connectedness, lower
perceived exclusion/differential treatment, and higher
school social environment) would indicate more intentions
to intervene to defend the victim and be less likely to
respond in ways that may support the social exclusion.

(2) Adolescents who are more sensitive to rejection from their
teachers, especially those who are anxious about rejection
sensitivity, would be less likely to actively intervene to
defend the victim and more likely to respond in ways that
may promote exclusion.

(3) Adolescents who report experiencing more peer or teacher
discrimination would be less likely to actively intervene to
defend victims of exclusion and more likely to respond in
ways that support the excluder.

(4) Consistent with prior research that documents that younger
adolescents are more likely to recognize the harmful nature
of exclusion (Hitti et al., 2016) and to intend to intervene
to support victims (Mulvey et al., 2016), we expected that
6th graders might judge exclusion as more wrong and be
more likely to expect to intervene to defend the victim than
would 9th graders.

(5) Consistent with prior research documenting that girls are
more likely to recognize the harmful nature of exclusion
than are boys (Killen et al., 2002), we expected that girls
would judge exclusion to be more wrong than would boys.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Our study included 896 adolescents who were 6th (N = 450,
Mage = 11.73, SD = 0.84), and 9th (N = 446, Mage = 14.82,
SD = 0.90) graders ranging between 10 and 18 years of age.
Participants were approximately evenly divided by gender (49.6%
of the 6th graders were female and 50.4% of the 9th graders were

female) and were from five middle- to low-income public schools
in the Southeastern United States. Participants were reflective
of the school communities, representing primarily European-
Americans (63.3%), with 22.9% African-American, 3.9% Latino,
7% Multiracial, and 2.9% other ethnic groups represented as well.
The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at
the University of South Carolina. All students in the 6th and
9th grades at participating schools were invited to participate
and informed opt-out consent letters were sent home to families
1 week before data was collected. Only students with parental
consent who also assented to completing the study were allowed
to participate (participation rate was 78%).

Measures
Social Exclusion
All participants evaluated a gender-matched hypothetical
bullying scenario focused on social exclusion (“Let’s say that X is
ignored and left out all the time by some of X’s classmates. No
one talks to X and they act like X doesn’t even exist. X does not
know what to do about.”) They first completed a moral judgment
assessment (acceptability of exclusion: How okay or not okay
is it that his (her) classmates act this way? 1 = Really Not Okay
to 6 = Really Okay). Then, they completed a measure of their
intervention tendencies as a bystander: “Let’s say you thought
what his classmates were doing was not okay. Pick a response for
each question showing how likely or not likely you would do the
following: say something to them; get help from a teacher, family
member or other adults; get help from a friend; talk to the victim
about it later; not get involved and stay there; or walk away”
(1 = Really Not Likely to 6 = Really Likely). A factor analysis
using principal components analysis was conducted on bystander
responses, which indicated two factors with eigenvalues about 1.
The first factor (eigenvalue = 2.72, 45.4% of variance), defending
behaviors, included the responses saying something to them to
get help from a teacher, family member, or other adults, get help
from a friend and talk to the victim about it later (factor loadings
between 0.71 and 0.83). The second factor (eigenvalue = 1.74,
23.7% of variance), non-defending behaviors, included the
responses saying the individual would not get involved and stay
there (0.78) and would walk away (0.72). Thus, these assessed
both tendencies that would help defend the victim against
exclusion (say something to them, get help from a teacher, family
member or other adult; get help from a friend; and talk to the
victim about it later) as well as non-defender tendencies that
might further perpetuate exclusion (not get involved and stay
there, and walk away).

Rejection Sensitivity
The Childhood Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire (Downey
et al., 1998; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2013) was used to measure
adolescents’ rejection sensitivity. This measure included written
scenarios involving peers and teachers; however, for this analysis
only the teacher rejection sensitivity items were used. An example
scenario was, “Now imagine that you’re back in class. Your
teacher asks for a volunteer to help plan a party for your class.
Lots of kids raise their hands so you wonder if the teacher will
choose YOU.” Following each vignette, participants responded
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to three questions. The first two questions assessed anxious and
angry responses by asking how nervous (e.g., “How nervous
would you feel, right then, about whether or not the teacher will
choose you?”; three items; α = 0.73) and how mad (e.g., “How
mad would you feel, right then, about whether or not the teacher
will choose you?”; three items; α = 0.76) participants would feel
in the situation. Responses to these items ranged from 1 (Not
Mad/nervous at all) to 6 (Very, very mad/nervous). The third
question asked about the expectation of acceptance (e.g., “Do
you think the teacher will choose you?”; three items; α = 0.71),
with responses from 1 (YES!!) to 6 (NO!!). A separate score
was created for each situation by multiplying the score for the
expected likelihood of rejection by the degree of anger or anxiety
over the possibility of its occurrence (expectancy of rejection X
anger and expectancy of rejection X anxious) and then dividing
their sum by the total number of situations (Downey et al., 1998).

School Climate
Participants completed the School Climate Measure (Zullig
et al., 2015) which assessed perceptions of school climate on a
number of dimensions using a Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly
disagree to 5 = Strongly agree). The subscales of interest were:
positive student-teacher relationships (eight items; example item
“Students get along well with teachers”; α = 0.92), school
connectedness (four items; example item “This school can
make students enthusiastic about learning”; α = 0.86), perceived
exclusion/differential treatment (three items; example item “At
my school, the same students get chosen every time to take part
in after-school or special activities; α = 0.87), and school social
environment (two items; example item “I am happy with the
kinds of students who go to my school”; α = 0.87).

Perceptions of Racial Discrimination
Self-report measures of perceptions of teacher and peer racial
discrimination were used (see Wong et al., 2003; Eccles et al.,
2006). The measure included two subscales, a peer/social
discrimination subscale, and a teacher/classroom discrimination
subscale. The peer discrimination subscale had three items that
assessed perceptions of negative peer treatment due to race (e.g.,
getting into fights, being picked on, not being picked for teams
or activities) (Likert-type: 1 = Never to 5 = Every day; α = 0.87).
The teacher/classroom discrimination scale comprised five items
evaluating students’ experiences of race-based discrimination in
class settings by teachers in the past year (e.g., being disciplined
more harshly, graded harder because of the race) (Likert-type:
1 = Never to 5 = Every day; α = 0.90).

Data Analytic Plan
Preliminary analyses determined that a very small amount of
variance in our dependent variables was accounted for by
the nesting of students within schools (intraclass correlations
were 0.01–0.02). Hierarchical linear regression was used to
examine predictors of participants’ moral judgments of social
exclusion and their expected intervention behaviors if they
observed social exclusion (see Table 1 for correlations between
variables, means, and standard deviations). First, participants’
age group (dichotomous: 6th grade = 0, 9th grade = 1),

ethnicity [dichotomous: ethnic majority (European-American
participants) = 0, ethnic minority (non-European-American
participants) = 1], and gender (male = 0, female = 1) were
entered into the first step. For all intervention analyses (but
not moral judgments), a dichotomous variable for participants’
moral judgment [0 = not okay (responses of 1 – 3); and
1 = okay (responses of 4 – 6) was computed and entered as
the second step]. Next, teacher rejection sensitivity (angry and
anxious) variables were entered into the model. In the next step,
school climate (positive student–teacher relationships, school
connectedness, perceived exclusion/differential treatment, school
social environment) were entered and in the final step school
discrimination (peer discrimination, and teacher discrimination)
variables were added next. Additional regression analyses were
conducted by adding interaction terms last. However, the
inclusion of the interaction terms did not significantly account
for the variance of outcome interest in the overall model,
thus interaction terms were dropped from the final models.
In order to correct for multiple comparisons, p < 0.005 was
considered significant.

RESULTS

Moral Judgments
For moral judgments, the final model with all variables included
accounted for a significant amount of variance (15%), see Table 2.
There were three significant predictors of moral judgment of
social exclusion: gender (B = −0.26, β = −0.12, p = 0.001),
ethnicity (B = −0.30, β = −0.13, p < 0.001), and teacher
discrimination (B = 0.31, β = 0.22, p < 0.001). Further,
positive student-teacher relationships approached significance
(B = −0.12, β = −0.10, p = 0.04). Female and ethnic majority
participants were more likely to judge the social exclusion as
wrong than were male and ethnic minority participants. Further,
the more teacher discrimination participants reported, the more
acceptable they judged the social exclusion to be. Finally,
participants with more positive student–teacher relationships
were generally more likely to judge exclusion as wrong.

Defender Behaviors
For bystander intervention expectations that would defend the
victim of exclusion (such as confronting the excluder or talking
to an adult), the final model accounted for a significant amount of
variance (26%), see Table 3. There were six significant predictors
of expectations to engage in behaviors that would promote
inclusion if the participant observes exclusion: gender (B = 0.51,
β = 0.20, p < 0.001), moral judgment (B = −0.88, β = −0.19,
p < 0.001), anxious teacher rejection sensitivity(B = 0.04, β = 0.17,
p < 0.001), angry teacher rejection sensitivity (B = −0.04,
β = −0.15, p < 0.001), positive student–teacher relationships
(B = 0.43, β = 0.32, p < 0.001), and teacher discrimination
(B = 0.20, β = 0.13, p = 0.0014). School social environment
(B = 0.12, β = 0.10, p = 0.012) approached significance.
This revealed that female participants, those who were more
anxious about being rejected by their teachers, those with more
positive student-teacher relationships and those who report
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TABLE 1 | Means, standard deviations, and correlations between variables.

Variables M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

(1) Moral Judgment of Exclusion 1.77 (1.13) −

(2) Non-Defending Behaviors 2.51 (1.51) 0.26b
−

(3) Defending Behaviors 4.53 (1.25) − 0.35b
− 0.24b

−

(4) Rejection Sensitivity - Anxious 10.54 (5.50) − 0.05 0.01 − 0.10b
−

(5) Rejection Sensitivity- Angry 7.99 (4.82) 0.10b 0.15b
− 0.09b 0.64b

−

(6) Positive Student-Teacher Relationships 3.59 (0.93) − 0.19c
− 0.06 0.39b

− 0.05 − 0.18b
−

(7) School Connectedness 3.32 (1.03) − 0.13c 0.24 0.29b 0.03 − 0.07 0.70b
−

(8) School Social Environment 3.62 (1.08) − 0.18c
− 0.02 0.30b

− 0.0 − 0.12b 0.59b 0.63b
−

(9) Perceived Exclusion/Differential Treatment 2.83 (1.07) 0.05 − 0.08a 0.03 0.11b 0.13b
− 0.01 0.08a 0.05 −

(10) Teacher Discrimination 1.41 (0.81) 0.32c 0.26b
− 0.08a 0.16b 0.33b

− 0.16b
− 0.03 − 0.14b 0.22b

−

(11) Peer Discrimination 1.44 (0.85) 0.25c 0.23b
− 0.09a 0.10b 0.25b

− 0.09a
− 0.01 − 0.12b 0.19b 0.70b

ap < 0.05;
bp < 0.01;
cp < 0.001.

TABLE 2 | Moral judgment of social exclusion.

Moral Judgment

Variable B SE B β

Age 0.10 0.08 0.05

Ethnicity (Majority = 1, Minority = 0) − 0.30 0.08 − 0.13***

Gender (Male = 1, Female = 0) − 0.26 0.08 − 0.12***

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity-Anxious − 0.03 0.01 − 0.13**

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity-Angry 0.01 0.01 0.06

Positive Student-Teacher Relationships − 0.12 0.06 − 0.10*

School Connectedness 0.00 0.05 0.00

School Social Environment − 0.07 0.05 − 0.06

Perceived Exclusion/Differential Treatment − 0.02 0.04 − 0.02

Peer Discrimination 0.04 0.06 0.03

Teacher Discrimination 0.31 0.07 0.22

R2 0.15

F Change 21.80***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

more teacher discrimination were more likely to expect that
they would intervene to defend the victim. Additionally, those
who experience more positive school social environments were
generally more likely to expect that they would intervene.
However, participants who judged the exclusion to be acceptable
and those who were more angry about teacher rejection were less
likely to expect that they would intervene to defend the victim.

Non-defender Behaviors
For bystander intervention expectations of engaging in behaviors
that would not defend the victim and might promote exclusion,
such as walking away or not taking any action, the last model
with all variables included, accounted for a significant amount
of variance (11%), see Table 4. There were five predictors of
expectations of promoting exclusion that were significant or that
approached significance: moral judgment (B = 0.40, β = 0.07,
p = 0.04), anxious teacher rejection sensitivity (B = −0.03,
β = −0.10, p = 0.01), angry teacher rejection sensitivity (B = 0.05,
β = 0.14, p < 0.001), perceived exclusion/differential treatment

TABLE 3 | Bystander intervention in response to social exclusion:
defending behaviors.

Defending Behaviors

Variable B SE B β

Age 0.04 0.08 0.02

Ethnicity (Majority = 0, Minority = 1) 0.07 0.08 0.03

Gender (Male = 1, Female = 0) 0.51 0.08 0.20***

Moral Judgment (0 = not okay; 1 = okay) − 0.88 0.15 − 0.19***

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity-Anxious 0.04 0.01 0.17***

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity-Angry − 0.04 0.01 − 0.15***

Positive Student-Teacher Relationships 0.43 0.06 0.32***

School Connectedness − 0.02 0.06 − 0.02

School Social Environment 0.12 0.05 0.10*

Perceived Exclusion/Differential Treatment 0.04 0.04 0.03

Peer Discrimination − 0.07 0.06 − 0.04

Teacher Discrimination 0.20 0.07 0.13**

R2 0.26

F Change 4.42**

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

(B = 0.13, β = 0.1, p = 0.007) and teacher discrimination
(B = 0.20, β = 0.11, p = 0.034). This revealed that those
who were more anxious about being rejected by their teachers
were less likely to engage in non-defender behaviors. However,
participants who judged the exclusion to be acceptable, those
who reported that they were more angry about teacher rejection,
those who perceived more differential treatment at school and
those who report experiencing more teacher discrimination
were more likely to report that they would engage in non-
defender behaviors.

DISCUSSION

Our novel results revealed the importance of school climate,
teacher rejection sensitivity and perceptions of discrimination for
promoting inclusive tendencies. We also documented intriguing
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TABLE 4 | Responses to social exclusion: non-defending behaviors.

Non-defending Behaviors

Variable B SE B β

Age 0.14 0.11 0.05

Ethnicity (Majority = 0, Minority = 1) − 0.16 0.11 − 0.05

Gender (Male = 1, Female = 0) − 0.19 0.10 − 0.06

Moral Judgment (0 = not okay; 1 = okay) 0.40 0.19 0.07*

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity-Anxious − 0.03 0.01 − 0.10**

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity-Angry 0.05 0.01 0.14***

Positive Student-Teacher Relationships 0.05 0.08 0.03

School Connectedness 0.07 0.07 − 0.05

School Social Environment − 0.07 0.06 − 0.05

Perceived Exclusion/Differential Treatment − 0.13 0.05 0.10**

Peer Discrimination 0.15 0.08 0.08

Teacher Discrimination 0.20 0.09 0.11*

R2 0.11

F Change 9.95***

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

differences based on participant demographics, including gender
and ethnicity. Results indicated that girls and participants who
perceived better relationships between students and teachers were
more likely to judge exclusion to be wrong. Further, ethnic
minority participants, those who were more anxious about being
rejected by their teachers and those who reported more teacher
discrimination were less likely to judge the exclusion as wrong.
In general, participants who recognized the harmful nature of
exclusion, and those who reported more positive student-teacher
relationships, and who perceived a more positive school social
environment were more likely to expect that they would defend
victims against exclusion. On the other hand, participants who
reported being more angry about teacher rejection, who believed
that some students received differential treatment at school, and
those who saw the exclusion are more okay were more likely to
expect they would respond in ways that would not defend victims
of exclusion such as saying nothing.

School Climate
Our results documented the complex interplay of school and
teacher factors in shaping adolescents’ inclusive tendencies. In
terms of school climate, we find that positive student–teacher
relationships are of central importance in defending behaviors:
the more positive adolescents’ report their relationships with their
teachers to be, the more wrong they recognize exclusion to be.
Further, recognizing exclusion as wrong is a critical foundation
for intervention: youth who report that exclusion is wrong and
those who report more positive student–teacher relationships are
more likely to engage in behaviors that will encourage inclusion
such as to speak up, to get help from peers and adults, and
to talk to the victim when someone is excluded. Interestingly,
school connectedness was not a key factor in accounting for
inclusive behavior. This may be because the particular school
connectedness items used in this measure capture teachers
creating positive learning environments (exciting coursework,
enthusiasm around learning, feeling as though teachers take
student feedback on possible courses) (Zullig et al., 2015).

In line with this, school social environment, which captures
more completely belonging with peers, is positively related
to behaviors that will encourage inclusion. Finally, perceived
exclusion/differential treatment, which captures feeling as though
some students are denied opportunities that others are afforded
at school (“the same person always gets to help the teacher”),
positively predicts behaviors that might promote exclusion, such
as not getting involved. This suggests that adolescents who
perceive that their school fosters differential treatment of some
students may disengage and not seek out opportunities to help
others who they observe being excluded. These findings highlight
the nuanced way in which different elements of the school
climate shape adolescents’ inclusive orientation. Teacher factors,
perceptions of the environment at school, and peer factors can
all play a role in how adolescents think about and respond to the
exclusion of others.

Teacher Rejection Sensitivity
Interestingly, the findings also suggest that youth who are
sensitive to being rejected by their teachers also respond
differently to exclusion. Contrary to our hypotheses, when
adolescents are more anxious about being rejected by their
teachers, they judge exclusion unacceptable, and seek to defend
victims of exclusion. This suggests that anxious rejection sensitive
youth are attuned to the harmful nature of, and are willing to help
prevent, exclusion. We expected that anxious rejection sensitive
youth might disengage and not want to help others because they
may be anxious about further rejection. However, we find that
they are actually engaged in defending behaviors. Thus, these
students may be attending more to preventing rejection of others
as opposed to concerned with experiencing additional rejection
themselves. Future research might further explore this with
qualitative interviews with students who are rejection sensitive
to more completely understand their decision-making when they
observe others’ exclusion. Importantly, though, participants who
were angry about possible rejection from their teachers look
quite different: angry youth were less likely to defend the victim.
Prior research demonstrates that rejection sensitive youth may
engage in higher rates of aggression (Webb, 2008; Bondü and
Krahé, 2015), and that rejection sensitive youth are more likely
to not intervene if they observe aggression (Gönültaş et al.,
2019). These findings extend this prior work (London et al.,
2007; Zimmer-Gembeck and Nesdale, 2013) by demonstrating
differential patterns for youth who are anxious and angry about
possible teacher rejection.

Perceptions of Discrimination
Our findings suggest that a positive school climate can promote
intentions to intervene. Surprisingly, our results also demonstrate
that participants who perceive that their teachers discriminate
against them were more likely to indicate that they would both
promote and discourage inclusion. It may be that these youth
do not want to be present when others are excluded, and thus
seek opportunities to avoid the situation or to seek out help
away from the instance of exclusion. It could be that they want
to disengage from the immediate instance of exclusion because
they fear being falsely accused of being involved, given that they
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report prior experiences of teacher discrimination. Perhaps they
are concerned that their attempts to intervene directly would
be misinterpreted and that they would be seen as culpable.
Given this pattern of teacher discrimination being associated
with both wanting to promote and challenge exclusion, future
research may need to explore more carefully specific intervention
behaviors to uncover if these findings are being driven by
particular behaviors. Finally, although there were no differences
in how ethnic minority and ethnic majority participants expected
they would respond if they observed social exclusion occurring,
ethnic minority adolescents judged the act of social exclusion
as less acceptable than did ethnic majority youth. This is
important as prior research indicates that ethnic minority youth
who experienced discrimination can be motivated to engage in
civic activism (Hope et al., 2019). Our findings suggest that
ethnic minority peers may be especially attuned to how harmful
exclusion can be. Interestingly, although they are more likely
to recognize that exclusion is harmful, this does not translate
into increased intentions to defend those who are excluded.
Future research should aim to identify additional factors that may
promote intentions to intervene.

The set of findings suggest the importance of examining
predictors of upstander behavior for ethnic minority youth and
those who perceive that they are the victims of discrimination.
Prior research documents that there is heterogeneity in responses
to peer aggression in youth who perceive that they are the victims
of discrimination, with some youth motivated to challenge
other aggressors, while others even become involved in bullying
others (Mulvey et al., 2020). Thus, more work is needed to
understand how to shift cognitive patterns and empower youth
who experience discrimination or are marginalized to harness
their experiences to help others by fostering inclusion. Further,
additional research should explore whether having peers who
share your experiences (for instance, ethnic identity) or having
a stronger sense of ethnic identity (Mathews et al., 2019) may
propel youth toward fostering inclusion for others.

Gender and Age Differences
Further, we document age and gender findings. Interestingly,
while much prior research has documented that younger
adolescents are more likely to engage in bystander intervention
(Mulvey et al., 2016, 2019), in this study, 6th and 9th-grade
adolescents did not differ in their judgments or expected
responses. This is important as it suggests that older adolescents,
may, at times, be just as likely as younger adolescents to recognize
how harmful exclusion is, even though prior research finds that
adolescents are often more accepting of exclusion with age (Hitti
et al., 2016). In terms of gender, we find that girls are more likely
to judge the exclusion wrong, and to expect that they will respond
in ways that defend the victim. These findings are consistent
with prior research that documents that girls are often acutely
attuned to the harmful nature of exclusion (Killen et al., 2002).
The findings also suggest the importance of encouraging inclusive
behavior not only among girls, but also among boys. Stereotypes
often suggest that girls are more likely to engage in relational
aggression, such as exclusion (Crick and Grotpeter, 1995), even
though recent findings suggest that relational aggression is

equally common among boys and girls (Lansford et al., 2012).
These stereotypes, however, may lead to boys and girls being
socialized differently around issues of social exclusion, with girls
more likely to be encouraged to stop exclusion and engage
in inclusive practices as a result of misperceptions about girls
having a higher likelihood of excluding others. Thus, future
research might involve qualitative interviews with boys and girls
about how the messages they hear about exclusion can be used
to identify if boys and girls are encouraged to be inclusive
in similar ways.

Limitations and Future Directions
While this work provides important insight into how schools
can foster inclusive tendencies, it does have some limitations.
First, the focus of this research was on adolescents, yet children
report experiencing exclusion well before adolescence (Elenbaas
and Killen, 2016), which suggests that it may be important to
identify factors that foster inclusion in children as well to have a
more comprehensive developmental story. Further, this research
was cross-sectional, which is helpful in identifying critical factors
that may be important targets for intervention. However, it will
be important for future research to examine longitudinal and bi-
directional relationships between school and teacher factors, as
well as one’s own experiences of exclusion and youth attitudes
toward exclusion. Longitudinal research will be able to also
identify possible causal factors, which the current study cannot.
Finally, the current study includes assessment of hypothetical
scenarios. While expected behaviors reported in response to
hypothetical scenarios align well with reports of actual behavior
(Turiel, 2008), it will still be important for future research to
gather data using multiple sources of information such as teacher
reports of inclusive behavior or peer nominations of which
students do intervene to stop exclusion. It may also be helpful
to examine family relationship quality and other environmental
contexts such as neighborhood safety that may contribute to
perceptions and inclusive tendencies.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The novel findings in our study document that school climate
can shape adolescents’ attitudes toward inclusion. Further,
findings highlight places for intervention. Youth who are
sensitive to possible rejection from their teachers and who
perceive that they have been discriminated against by peers
or teachers are less likely to defend victims of exclusion.
Thus, school programming to foster inclusion should work
to ensure that students feel welcomed and included and
seek to root out instances of discrimination or differential
treatment in order to foster inclusion. Additionally, interventions
might aim to target youth cognition to increase bystanders’
motivation to intervene in situations involving social exclusion—
helping to instruct how to accurately interpret social cues
from both peers and teachers (Arsenio and Lemerise, 2004) —
to create environments conducive to inclusive behavior. The
implications of this work suggest the importance of school-
wide approaches to creating inclusive climates with attention
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to climate, peer relationships, student–teacher relationships,
and student experiences. Additionally, the findings suggest the
importance of recognizing the harmful nature of exclusion.
Parents, and teachers can work to foster discussions with students
about the importance of inclusion. In sum, our results suggest
that generally youth recognize the harmful nature of exclusion
and are willing to intervene if they observe others being excluded.
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Teacher Practices, Peer Dynamics,
and Academic Enablers: A Pilot
Study Exploring Direct and Indirect
Effects Among Children at Risk for
ADHD and Their Classmates
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Establishing a positive peer climate in elementary school classrooms is an important

goal for educators because peer dynamics are thought to affect academic learning.

Thus, it is important to (a) understand the relationship between children’s peer dynamics

and academic functioning, and (b) identify teacher practices that influence both peer

processes and academic outcomes. In this pilot study, we explored whether specific

teacher strategies that promote positive behaviors in children and positive peer dynamics

influence children’s better academic enablers, as well as whether they do so indirectly via

improving peer sociometric ratings. Such teacher strategies may be particularly relevant

for supporting children who demonstrate impairment in both social and academic

domains, such as children at risk for attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

Thus, we also examined whether these relationships differ for children with elevated

ADHD symptoms and peer problems (i.e., target students), relative to classmates (i.e.,

non-target students). Participants were 194 children in the classrooms of 12 teachers

(grades K-4) who participated in an open-trial pilot study of the school-based version

of the Making Socially Accepting Inclusive Classrooms (MOSAIC) program. In the fall

and spring of a school year, we assessed children’s sociometric ratings received from

peers, and academic enabler skills as rated by teachers. Throughout one academic

year, we obtained assessments of teachers’ use of MOSAIC strategies (observed and

self-reported). Results showed that, after accounting for fall academic enablers, the

teacher strategy of CARE time (involving one-on-one interaction with the student to

build the teacher-student relationship) was positively associated with spring academic

enablers. However, findings did not support the hypothesized indirect effect of peer

sociometric ratings on the relationship between teacher strategy use and academic

enablers, or the moderated indirect effect by target student status. Implications for future

research and classroom interventions are discussed.

Keywords: teacher practices, academic enablers, MOSAIC program, peer dynamics, sociometric ratings, ADHD
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INTRODUCTION

Establishing a positive peer climate in elementary school
classrooms is an important goal for educators, as peer dynamics
are theorized to relate to academic performance (Wentzel,
2017; Sette et al., 2020). Specifically, positive peer dynamics
create a social context in the classroom that may foster the
growth of academic enablers, which are cognitions, attitudes,
and behaviors that facilitate and predict student academic
achievement on grades and test scores, educational attainment,
and future employment (e.g., DiPerna et al., 2002; Borghans
et al., 2008; Farrington et al., 2012). Key academic enablers
for elementary school students are motivation (e.g., academic
interest and persistence), engagement (e.g., attention and
participation), and effective communication in an academic
context (working effectively in groups, listening to others;
DiPerna and Elliott, 2002).

Being poorly regarded by classroom peers, as evidenced by
sociometric measures, may interfere with children’s development
of academic enablers (Buhs and Ladd, 2001), as is evident among
students at risk for attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD). This population of students has problems in both
academic and social functioning, and furthermore, there is
evidence that peer problems create risk for their subsequent
academic failure beyond that conferred by initial academic
impairment (Mikami and Hinshaw, 2006; Gardner and Gerdes,
2015). Given the dynamic relationships between ADHD
behaviors, peer sociometrics, and academic enablers within the
ecology of the classroom, it is important to identify teacher
practices that can influence student behavior and peer dynamics
as a way to facilitate the development of academic enablers and
ultimately, academic success. In the current open trial pilot study,
we examine the extent to which teacher practices in the Making
Socially Accepting Inclusive Classrooms (MOSAIC) program
directly influence children’s academic enablers, and whether they
do so indirectly via peer sociometric ratings. Because teacher
practices may have unique influences on children with ADHD
and social problems (Mikami et al., 2013a), we also examine
whether these relationships differ for target students selected
for elevated ADHD symptoms and peer problems vs. their
classmates. A primary goal of the current pilot study was to
identify specific teacher practices that have the most promise for
future study.

The Making Socially Accepting Inclusive
Classrooms (MOSAIC) Program
Although evidence-based classroom interventions for
elementary school children with ADHD improve parent and
teacher ratings of children’s social and academic competencies
(Pfiffner et al., 2016), there are no interventions that successfully
improve peers’ sociometric judgments of these children (Hoza
et al., 2005). We argue that this is because such interventions
focus solely on behavior management and the deficient skills of
the target student and fail to account for critical peer influences
(Mikami et al., 2010). The MOSAIC program was designed

to address the limitations of existing attempts to alter peers’
sociometric judgments of students with or at risk for ADHD.
Namely, the program includes behavior management strategies
to promote positive behavior among students with ADHD,
as well as strategies to dismantle negative peer dynamics
(e.g., reputational biases, exclusionary behavior, devaluation
of students who behave differently from others). Teachers
in MOSAIC are trained to incorporate the strategies into
their day-to-day activities to encourage students’ positive
social behaviors, increase positive peer dynamics, and foster
positive teacher-student relationships. Key MOSAIC strategies
include: reviewing and reinforcing expectations for positive
classroom behavior; reviewing and reinforcing expectations
for inclusiveness among peers; brief one-on-one quality time
between the teacher and student (referred to as CARE time; see
Method); discreet corrections for inappropriate behavior, and
teacher statements that specifically highlight personal strengths
of individual students (see Mikami et al., 2020 for details).

The efficacy of the MOSAIC program was initially examined
in a 2-week summer day camp with 24 children with ADHD
(i.e., the target group) and 113 typically developing children
in Grade 1 through Grade 3 (Mikami et al., 2013a,b).
Findings showed that, relative to children receiving behavioral
management only, children in theMOSAIC group received more
favorable peer sociometric nominations and liking ratings, and
received more positive messages written by peers in memory
books. Although positive effects of MOSAIC were observed
in typically developing children, the effects were stronger for
target students, indicating the presence of moderation. Given
the proof of concept demonstrated by the summer program
finding, we collaboratively developed (with teachers) the school-
based version of MOSAIC (Mikami et al., 2020). In our initial
open trial pilot study (without a control group), we assessed
the associations between specific MOSAIC strategies and peer
sociometric ratings in spring of the school year, after statistical
control of sociometric ratings in fall of the school year (Mikami
et al., 2020). Our findings suggest that specific teacher practices
(i.e., reviewing expectations for appropriate behavior, reinforcing
expectations for inclusiveness, highlight personal strengths, and
use of CARE time) in theMOSAIC programmay influence better
peer sociometrics, and that the effect of some of these practices
may be moderated by target student status (see Moderating Role
of ADHD Status section below). To date, however, direct effects
of these same teacher practices on academic enablers have not
been tested. Nor has the potential for indirect effects through
the influence of these same teacher practices on peer sociometric
ratings been studied. In the current pilot study, we explore these
possibilities with the aim of identifying teacher practices that may
relate to the complex interplay between student peer dynamics
and academic enablers.

MOSAIC Practices and Peer Sociometrics
The practices included in the MOSAIC program are designed
to shift peers’ sociometric judgments by both increasing
deficient skills of children who are poorly regarded by peers,
and by altering peer group process. Behavioral theory and
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evidence-based classroom management strategies (Epstein
et al., 2008; Simonsen et al., 2008) suggest that teachers
can improve children’s off-putting behavior by creating,
reviewing, and reinforcing expectations for appropriate
behavior. However, given that improving disruptive behavior
may be insufficient for shifting peers’ sociometric judgments
(Mikami and Normand, 2015), teachers can potentially also
use effective classroom management strategies to affect peer
dynamics. For example, teachers can create, review, and
reinforce expectations for peer respect and inclusiveness. One
study found that by declaring “you can’t say you can’t play”
as a classroom rule, or including language in a classroom
charter about respectful treatment of others, teachers were able
to shape more favorable class-wide peer sociometric ratings
(Harrist and Bradley, 2003; Bacete et al., 2019).

Teachers may also influence peer dynamics via indirect
methods, wherein teachers act as an “invisible hand” and guide
peers to have more positive sociometric judgments of a classmate
without explicitly instructing them to this end (Farmer et al.,
2011). These indirect methods are thought to influence peer
sociometrics via modeling. Specifically, in early elementary
grades children make sociometrics judgments about their peers
which are partly influenced by perceptions of how their teacher
evaluates those same peers (Chang et al., 2007; Brey and Shutts,
2018). For example, when teachers give personalized, positive
attention to a student, or highlight a positive attribute about
a student, it may implicitly communicate to others that the
student has desirable characteristics and is likable. Similarly,
positive teacher-student interactions may offer a model for how
students should treat one-another and send cues to peers that
a given student has value. Support for these indirect influences
comes from studies showing that a more positive teacher-
student relationship predicts peers having better sociometric
judgments of that student (Hughes et al., 2001; Hughes and
Kwok, 2006). Additional support for these indirect influences
comes from longitudinal investigations that show that teachers’
personal liking of certain students predicts increases in favorable
peer sociometric judgments of those students over time, with
subsequent benefits for the recipients’ academic functioning
(Hughes and Chen, 2011; Sette et al., 2020). These ideas are
also supported by our recent study showing associations between
specific MOSAIC strategies and better peer sociometric ratings
in spring of the school year, after statistical control of sociometric
ratings in fall of the school year (Mikami et al., 2020).

In summary, there is emerging evidence that teacher practices
can influence classroom peer dynamics. With this pilot study, we
aim to advance the literature by examining the extent to which
MOSAIC strategies predict children’s better academic enablers
at the end of the year, and whether they do so indirectly via
improvements in peer sociometric ratings.

MOSAIC Practices and Academic Enablers
Direct Effects
Academic enablers are malleable and influenced by multiple
factors within the dynamic classroom ecology, including teacher
practices (Greenwood et al., 2002; Lekwa et al., 2019). Some
of these teacher practices (effective classroom management and

strategies to build student-teache relationships) are included
in the MOSAIC program. For example, teachers may facilitate
academic enabler skills through the use of effective classroom
management practices. In the MOSAIC program, teachers are
encouraged to establish and reinforce student behaviors that
align with classroom expectations, and consistently use mild,
discreet consequences for behaviors that violate classroom
expectations, as the use of these strategies is associated with
greater student academic task engagement and fewer disruptive
behaviors (see Simonsen et al., 2008 for review). These links
may exist, in part, because when teachers review expectations
before an activity, it reminds students how to participate and
communicate successfully. Similarly, when teachers reinforce
those expectations during activities, it facilitates student on-task
behavior and persistence (Jenkins et al., 2015).

In addition, teachers’ use of strategies that promote their
interpersonal closeness with and support of students may help
reduce student disruptive behavior and increase academic
engagement (Simonsen et al., 2008). This is consistent with
empirical evidence finding that positive teacher-student
relationships were associated with children’s academic success
concurrently and prospectively (Hamre and Pianta, 2001;
Roorda et al., 2017). In the MOSAIC program, teachers are
encouraged to call positive attention to students’ strengths,
or take a personal interest in students through spending
one-on-one quality time with them. These strategies likely
help students feel more welcome in the teacher’s classroom
and more motivated and supported to approach challenging
tasks. In other words, supportive teacher behaviors may create
a safe environment for children to take the intellectual risks
needed for academic learning to occur (Roorda et al., 2011).
Given this body of literature, we hypothesized that MOSAIC
practices may have a direct effect on improvement in students’
academic enablers.

Indirect Effects via Peer Dynamics
Peer dynamics may also have a significant influence on academic
enablers (Buhs and Ladd, 2001; Ladd and Burgess, 2001). One
commonly used metric of peer dynamics is the sociometric
judgments that children receive from their classroom peers,
indicating the extent to which a child is positively vs. negatively
regarded by the peer group (e.g., liked or disliked; Coie et al.,
1982). Positive sociometric judgments not only afford children
supportive interpersonal interactions that are conducive for
social and academic growth, but also may lead children to feel a
sense of safety and belonging, thereby reinforcing their academic
engagement and aspirations (Robinson and Mueller, 2014;
Wentzel, 2017). In contrast, negative sociometric judgments
are associated with children’s lower participation in classroom
activities and higher rates of off-task disruptive behaviors, both of
which negatively impact academic achievement for the affected
student and the classroom as a whole (Robinson and Mueller,
2014; Wentzel, 2017). Moreover, such children may develop low
self-esteem and low expectations for social success (Sandstrom
et al., 2017), which may diminish motivation to initiate social
interactions and to pursue their academic goals (Boivin and
Hymel, 1997; Wentzel, 2017). Indeed, it is well-established that

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 3 January 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 609451161

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Owens et al. Teacher Practices Peer Dynamics Enablers

negative sociometric judgments, especially when they occur
year after year, undermine children’s motivation to spend time
on academic tasks (e.g., due to fear of being mocked and
marginalized), and subsequently result in children’s withdrawal
from classroom participation (Buhs et al., 2006; Ladd et al., 2008;
Iyer et al., 2010). Further, recent evidence suggests that classroom
interventions focused on relationship building are capable of
changing peer networks, as well as students’ subsequent academic
performance (DeLay et al., 2016), perhaps via the indirect
effects of peer dynamics. Collectively, these findings highlight
the relevance of peer dynamics for students’ academic enabler
skills, and coupled with the previously described direct effects of
MOSAIC practices on sociometric ratings, provide the rationale
for our examination of the relationship between MOSAIC
practices and academic enablers via peer sociometrics.

The Moderating Role of ADHD Status
In our first evaluation of the school-based version of MOSAIC,
we explored whether the associations between MOSAIC teacher
practices and sociometric ratings differed among target students
(students selected for being at risk for ADHD and peer problems)
relative to non-target students (Mikami et al., 2020). Although
we found evidence for the moderating effects of target student
status for the outcome of sociometric ratings, the pattern was
inconsistent across teacher practices (Mikami et al., 2020).
Namely, we found that teacher use of reinforcing expectations
for behavior and discreet corrections were associated with
improved sociometric ratings for target children but not non-
target students (Mikami et al., 2020). In contrast, teacher use
of highlighting positive attributes and spending one-on-one
quality time (CARE time) were useful for all children, and
had accentuated benefits for non-target students (Mikami et al.,
2020). In the current study, we also explore whether target
students might differentially benefit from teacher practices to
enhance academic enablers, directly and through the indirect
effects of improved sociometric ratings. However, there is
potential for these associations to be either stronger or weaker
for target relative to non-target students.

On one hand, given that children at risk for ADHD show
pronounced deficits in academic enablers and sociometrics
(Hoza et al., 2005; Loe and Feldman, 2007), there may be more
room for them to benefit from teacher practices that address
these outcomes. Indeed, classroom behavioral management
strategies represent an evidence-based intervention for this
population (Epstein et al., 2008; Owens et al., 2020b). Thus,
these strategies may act as a buffer between child deficits and
classroom outcomes. In addition, children with ADHD often
have strained relationships with their teachers (Greene et al.,
2002). Therefore, teacher practices, such as promoting classroom
inclusiveness, highlighting students’ strengths, and spending
one-on-one positive time talking with the student may help
target students feel a sense of belonging in the classroom. Such
feelings may increase target children’s motivation to engage
in classroom activities and to persist in difficult tasks. Thus,
target students may show accentuated effects from these teacher
practices relative to non-target students. In fact, in the summer
program pilot, positive effects of MOSAIC were observed in

typically developing children; however, the effects were stronger
for target students, indicating the presence of moderation.

On the other hand, the substantial deficits in academic
enablers and sociometrics shown by children at risk for ADHD
may lead this group to not experience as much benefit from
these teacher practices as do typical children. That is, children at
risk for ADHD may have more entrenched negative reputations
among peers and teachers for having poor behaviors and
academic skills. Subtle teacher practices may be insufficient to
change these negative peer sociometric judgments, or deficient
academic enablers, in target children compared to in non-target
children. This may be why, to date, evidence-based treatments for
ADHD have had limited impact on changing peer sociometrics
(Evans et al., 2018).

The Current Study
Using the dataset from the open trial pilot study of the school-
based version of MOSAIC program (Mikami et al., 2020), the
current analyses examine: whether teachers’ use of MOSAIC
strategies have direct effects on students’ academic enablers (Aim
1), the extent to which any relationships between MOSAIC
strategies and academic enablers might operate via the indirect
effect of sociometric ratings (Aim 2), and whether the above
direct and indirect effects are moderated by target student
status (i.e., among students at risk for ADHD, relative to their
classmates; Aim 3). See Figure 1 for a conceptual model of these
relationships. We hypothesized that teachers’ use of MOSAIC
strategies would predict improvements in children’s academic
enablers at the end of the school year, while controlling for
academic enablers in the fall, at the whole class level (Hypothesis
1).We expected to find indirect effects of peer sociometric ratings
(Hypothesis 2) on this relationship. That is, we hypothesized that
the use of MOSAIC strategies would predict children receiving
more positive sociometric ratings, which in turn would lead to
higher scores in teachers’ ratings of their academic enablers.
Lastly, in all of the above relationships, we explored the potential
moderating role of target student status. Given that moderation
by target student status was found for some but not all teacher
strategies in our previous studies (Mikami et al., 2013a,b, 2020),
and that the direction of the moderation was inconsistent, we did
not make directional hypotheses.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Participants were 12 elementary school teachers (K-4) and 194
students in their classrooms in Southern British Columbia,
Canada (6 classrooms) and Central and Southeast Ohio,
United States (6 classrooms), in the 2017–2018 school year. Of
all students in the 12 classrooms, 82% of their parents provided
consent at the Canada site and 70% at the United States site
(range: 56–95% across the 12 classrooms). See Table 1 for teacher
and student demographic information.

Procedure
All procedures were approved at both sites by the associated
university research ethics boards and school district

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 4 January 2021 | Volume 5 | Article 609451162

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


Owens et al. Teacher Practices Peer Dynamics Enablers

FIGURE 1 | Diagram for the conceptual model. Aim 1: Examines the direct effects of teacher strategies on academic enablers. Aim 2: Examines the indirect effects of

spring sociometric ratings on the relationship between teacher strategies and academic enablers. Aim 3: Examines whether the above direct and indirect effects are

moderated by target student status.

administrators. School districts at each site were chosen based
on interest from districts, variability in student demographic
characteristics, and proximity to the university site. Teachers
were recruited at staff meetings and by principals sharing project
information with staff. Consenting teachers then shared project
information with parents of all students in their classrooms
(consent forms were translated into additional languages
based on school request). Children whose parents provided
consent and who provided assent participated in the study. All
participating teachers received intensive coaching during the
2017–2018 school year in the use of the MOSAIC program.

Target Student Selection
At the beginning of the school year, teachers selected between
three to five of the consented students in their classroom to
serve as target students for the MOSAIC intervention (i.e.,
to receive a higher dose of the intervention). Target students
were chosen based on having elevated ADHD symptoms and
peer problems. Specifically, teachers completed a measure of
children’s ADHD symptoms (ADHD Rating Scale−5; DuPaul
et al., 2016) and of children’s peer problems (Dishion Social
Acceptance Scale; Dishion and Kavanagh, 2003) for all consented
students in the classroom. Additionally, their parents completed
a brief measure of hyperactivity/inattention and of peer problems
(Hyperactivity/Inattention subscale and Peer Problems subscale
of the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire; Goodman, 1997).
In each classroom, children were rank-ordered by teacher-rated
ADHD symptoms, then teacher-rated peer problems. Based on
this ranking, teachers selected the top three to five children
who had both high ADHD symptoms and peer problems.
If there was a tie for the top children, parent ratings were

examined. This process resulted in the selection of 51 target
students across the 12 classrooms. See Table 1 for target and non-
target student demographic information, and Table 2 for their
group differences in ADHD symptoms, academic enablers, and
peer problems.

Coaching Teacher Use of MOSAIC
In the spring before the 2017–2018 school year, recruited teachers
attended a 2-h borientation on study procedures and MOSAIC
strategies. At this orientation, teachers were given a manual
describing the intervention and were encouraged to review it
over the summer. During the 2017–2018 school year, teachers
were asked to deliver all MOSAIC strategies to the whole class
(Tier 1) with an emphasis on using the strategies more frequently
with target students (Tier 2). Teachers received coaching on
MOSAIC strategies from a consultant, who was a research team
member. One of the goals of the pilot study was to reduce
the number of strategies, thus, teachers were encouraged to
use and provide feedback on several MOSAIC strategies. The
current study focuses on seven strategies as they have the
strongest psychometric properties and they are consistent with
the strategies examined in Mikami et al. (2020). See Mikami
et al. (2020) for a more detailed discussion on selection of
these strategies.

Throughout the school year, teachers were observed by their
consultants or by other research team members twice per month
for approximately 40min each time. After each observation,
consultants emailed feedback to teachers on their use ofMOSAIC
strategies. Teachersmet with a consultant twice permonth (about
45min eachmeeting) to discuss the teachers’ the observation data
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TABLE 1 | Demographic information for teachers and students.

Teachers (n = 12)

Age (M, SD) 42.1 (7.5)

Years of teaching experience (M,

SD)

11.2 (8.9)

Gender (N, %)

Female 12 (100)

Race (N, %)

White/Caucasian 10 (83.3)

Asian/Asian American/Asian

Canadian

1 (8.3)

Multiracial 1 (8.3)

Ethnicity (N, %)

Non-hispanic 12 (100)

Degree (N, %)

Bachelor’s 2 (16.7)

Master’s 10 (83.3)

Students: Full

sample (n = 194)

Students: Target

sample (n = 51)

N (%) N (%)

Age (M, SD) 6.6 (1.4) 6.5 (1.4)

Gender

Female 90 (46.4) 13 (25.5)

Male 103 (53.1) 38 (74.5)

Transgender 1 (0.5) 0 (0.0)

Grade

Kindergarten 21 (10.8) 6 (11.8)

1st 102 (52.6) 27 (53.0)

2nd 25 (12.9) 9 (17.6)

3rd 23 (11.9) 4 (7.8)

4th 23 (11.9) 5 (9.8)

Race

White/Caucasian 122 (62.9) 30 (58.8)

Asian/Asian American/Asian

Canadian

26 (13.4) 4 (7.8)

Black/African American/Afro

Canadian/Black Canadian

3 (1.5) 1 (2.0)

American Indian/Alaska Native 1 (0.5) 0 (0.0)

Multiracial 36 (18.6) 14 (27.5)

Missing/Did not report 6 (3.1) 2 (3.9)

Ethnicity

Hispanic 5 (2.6) 2 (3.9)

Non-hispanic 162 (83.5) 46 (90.2)

Missing/Did not report 27 (13.9) 3 (5.9)

Values for continuous variables represent means with standard deviations in parentheses.

Values for categorical variables represent n with percentages in parentheses.

to encourage the teacher’s use of strategies with the whole class,
and in a higher dose with target students.

The MOSAIC consultants were a postdoctoral fellow and
two graduate students in clinical or school psychology, and two
research associates (at the BA level) with experience working
in schools. Consultants received a full-day training and weekly
supervision. The team of study staff who served as observers
consisted of the consultants, other graduate students and research

associates (who were not consultants assigned to the teacher),
and undergraduate research assistants. The study staff who
interviewed children were research associates and undergraduate
research assistants.

Measures
Throughout the school year, teachers’ use of the specificMOSAIC
practices was assessed through observations approximately
twice per month, and through self-report surveys once per
month where teachers reported the extent to which they used
each MOSAIC strategy on the day prior to receiving the
survey. Approximately one month after the start of school (to
allow teachers and students time to know one another; fall
assessment), and one month before the end of school (spring
assessment), students participated in a peer sociometric interview
and teachers completed a questionnaire measure of students’
academic enablers. See Table 2 for the descriptive statistics of
our measures.

Observed Teacher Practices
Across the school year, teachers were observed an average of
29.3 times (SD = 6.9, range = 19–37) for 40min each time
(broken down into five, 8min blocks). On average, 39.8% of
observations were completed by the consultant while the rest
were completed by other research team members. As there
were no significant differences in rates of MOSAIC practices
observed by consultants vs. other research team members,
observations from both types of raters were used in this
study. Additionally, two coders together completed 30.2% of
observations and these observations were used to calculate inter-
rater reliability using inter-class correlation coefficients (below
0.40 = poor, 0.40–0.59 = fair, 0.60–0.74 = good, 0.75 and above
= excellent; Cicchetti, 1994) for continuous variables. The seven
strategies described below were considered the key strategies
of MOSAIC.

Reviewing Expectations for Behavior
This strategy involved a teacher reminding students of what
behaviors are expected before the activity occurs (e.g., before
transitioning to independent work the teacher reminds students
to use voice level 0). The purpose of this strategy was to
encourage children to display appropriate behavior. Any time a
teacher reviewed expectations for general behavior that was not
inclusiveness (inclusiveness was tallied differently, see below), it
was counted in this category (ICC= 0.99, excellent).

Reinforcing Expectations for Behavior
This strategy involved a teacher reinforcing appropriate behavior
by calling attention to the behavior using specific praise or
a reward (e.g., the teacher tells a student “Great job waiting
your turn to speak!”). The purpose of this strategy was also
to encourage appropriate behavior. Any instance of a teacher
reinforcing positive behavior was counted in this category, unless
specific to inclusiveness (ICC= 0.99, excellent).

Reviewing Expectations for Inclusiveness
Similar to reviewing expectations for behavior, this strategy
involved a teacher reminding students of expected behaviors
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TABLE 2 | Descriptive statistics on study measures for target and non-target students.

Fall Spring

All Students

(M, SD)

Target

(M, SD)

Non-target

(M, SD)

ta All students

(M, SD)

Target

(M, SD)

Non–target

(M, SD)

ta

Teacher ratings

ADHD–IV Inattentionb 8.01 (7.07) 16.25 (6.00) 5.04 (4.67) −12.10** 7.09 (7.36) 15.13 (6.28) 4.46 (5.58) −10.91**

ADHD–IV Hyper/Impulb 4.85 (6.27) 11.10 (7.38) 2.61 (3.88) −7.84** 4.40 (6.05) 9.41 (6.98) 2.76 (4.70) −6.04**

% of class who like studentc 75.17 (22.26) 60.98 (24.27) 80.26 (19.16) 5.13** 81.64 (18.35) 73.50 (22.70) 84.30 (15.90) 3.00*

% of class who dislike studentc 6.61 (11.68) 16.57 (16.48) 3.03 (6.38) −5.72** 5.25 (9.10) 10.17 (12.71) 3.65 (6.89) −3.33*

ASF composited 3.61 (0.75) 2.90 (0.57) 3.87 (0.64) 9.50** 3.90 (0.79) 3.20 (0.72) 4.12 (0.67) 7.90**

Parent ratings

SDQ hyperactivitye 3.89 (2.46) 5.65 (2.34) 3.25 (2.19) −6.57** — — — —

SDQ peer problemse 1.53 (1.60) 2.08 (1.60) 1.34 (1.57) −2.88* — — — —

Peer sociometric ratingsf 4.01(0.53) 3.59 (0.58) 4.16 (0.42) 6.20** 3.87 (0.54) 3.99 (0.47) 3.53 (0.57) 5.57**

a Independent samples t-tests were conducted to examine differences between target and non-target students.
bTotal scores of teacher-reported inattention and hyperactivity/impulsivity symptoms with items rated on a 0–3 scale, where 0 = never, 3 = very often.
cTeachers estimated the percentage of classmates that “like and accept” and “dislike and reject” the child on the Dishion Social Acceptance Sale (DSAS; Dishion and Kavanagh, 2003).
dASF composite was calculated by averaging the three ASF scales; each ASF scale averages score with items rated on a 1–5 scale, where 1 = never and 5 = almost always.
eTotal scores of parent-reported hyperactivity symptoms and peer problems with items rated on a 0-2 scale, where 0 = not true, 2 = certainly true. Parent ratings were only obtained

in fall.
fAverage sociometric rating received from classmates on a 1–5 scale, where 1= dislike a lot and 5 = like a lot.

*p < 0.01, **p < 0.001.

related to inclusiveness, before the activity begins (e.g., a teacher
reminds the class before small group work that all members
should be allowed to contribute). The purpose of this strategy was
to encourage students to exhibit behavior that creates positive
peer dynamics in the classroom environment. Any instance of
the teacher reviewing expectations for inclusive behavior before
an activity was counted here (ICC= 0.96, excellent).

Reinforcing Expectations for Inclusiveness
This strategy involved the teacher calling attention to a student
exhibiting inclusive and prosocial behavior (e.g., a teacher tells
a student “Thank you for helping your classmate clean up that
mess!”). The purpose of this strategy was also to encourage
student behavior that creates positive peer dynamics. Any
instance of the teacher reinforcing inclusive or prosocial behavior
was counted here (ICC= 0.97, excellent).

Highlighting Positive Attributes
This strategy involved a teacher calling peers’ attention to
persistent, positive qualities of a child that were related to the
child’s talent or character, and not to behavioral compliance (e.g.,
a teacher points out that a child is great at solving puzzles or
telling jokes). The purpose of this strategy was to promote the
idea that every child in the classroom is valued by the teacher,
therefore creating more positive peer dynamics. Any instance of
the teacher calling attention to a positive steadfast quality of a
child in the presence of other children was counted here (ICC =

0.86, excellent).

CARE Time
This strategy involved the teacher providing a short amount
of one-on-one quality time (3–5min) to a student, where the
teacher takes a positive interest in the student and what the

student likes to do. Teachers were encouraged to provide time
that was Child-centered, Affirms the child, during which the
teacher Reflects the child’s feelings and behavior, and the teacher
Enjoys the child (i.e., CARE time). This technique was adapted
to be used with elementary school students from one typically
used with preschoolers (e.g., Banking Time; Driscoll and Pianta,
2010). The purpose of this strategy was to increase the teachers’
personal liking of the student as well as to show that each
child is valued, therefore increasing positive peer dynamics. The
number of minutes that teachers conducted CARE time during
the observation was counted (ICC= 0.99, excellent).

Discreet Corrections
This strategy involved the teacher providing corrective feedback
on child misbehavior in a discreet manner when possible (e.g., a
teacher calls a child aside and uses a low voice to inform the child
to raise a hand to speak instead of blurting out). The purpose
of discreet corrections is not to hide the corrections from peers
(as they likely are aware of the teacher’s intentions) but rather, to
convey that the child should not be shamed for the behavior and
that the teacher still respects and cares for the child. Each instance
of the teacher correcting a child’s behavior discreetly was counted
here (ICC= 0.99, excellent).

Self-Reported Teacher Practices
In addition to observation of the above described MOSAIC
strategies, teachers also completed nine surveys over the course
of the academic year about their use of these same strategies.
Teachers reported whether they used or did not use the strategies
on the last full school day. To decrease teacher burden, only
half of the seven strategies were assessed for each survey (i.e.,
each strategy was rated between four and five times across the
nine total surveys sent out). Of the 12 teachers in the study,
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seven completed all of the surveys and five completed all but
one of the surveys. We calculated a proportion score reflecting
the number of surveys in which the teacher reported using that
strategy divided by the number of surveys in which the teacher
was asked about that strategy.

Peer Sociometric Ratings
In the fall and spring, a sociometric procedure (Coie et al., 1982)
was conducted with consented children. Research teammembers
interviewed each consented child individually, in private, and
provided a visual of the names and pictures of all consented
children in the classroom to aid in recall. Children were asked
to rate how much they liked each classmate on a scale from 1 to
5 (1 = dislike a lot, 5 = like a lot), while the research assistant
checked for children’s comprehension and recorded children’s
answers. Children were also provided a visual of a face that
ranged from frowning to smiling to correspond with the ratings.
This procedure has strong test-retest reliability over a 6-month
period (Wasik, 1987). The average sociometric rating received
from peers was computed for each child.

Academic Enablers
In the fall and spring, teachers rated children’s academic
enablers using three subscales (Motivation, Engagement, and
Interpersonal Skills) of the Academic Competence Evaluation
Scales–Short Form (ASF; Anthony and DiPerna, 2018). The
ASF has strong psychometric properties including high internal
consistency, and convergent and discriminant validity (Anthony
and DiPerna, 2018; Owens et al., 2020a). Engagement (3 items)
captures active class participation, Motivation (5 items) measures
persistence on challenging academic tasks, and Interpersonal
Skills (5 items) reflects appropriate communication skills in an
academic context. For each item, teachers rated the frequency the
child exhibits the academic enabler behavior on a scale from 1
to 5 (1 = never, 5 = almost always). The mean of all items was
calculated for each child to produce a total academic enablers
score. Internal consistency of the 13 items was excellent in both
fall (α = 0.94) and spring (α = 0.95).

Data Reduction
Reports of MOSAIC strategy use from observations and teacher
self-report were moderately positively correlated (range of 0.31–
0.63). To reduce the number of analyses, a composite of
observations and teacher self-report was created for each strategy.
First, the strategy was converted to a z-score. Second, for each
strategy, an average of the z-scores of the observations and
teacher self-report was calculated. For the strategy of reinforcing
expectations for behavior, teachers reported that they used this
strategy 100% of the time so the observation z-score was used for
this strategy.

Data Analytic Strategy
Of the 194 students, all had complete data on the MOSAIC
strategies their teacher used, and their target status. However,
one child was missing fall scores on academic enablers, seven
were missing spring scores on academic enablers, 10 were
missing sociometric ratings in the fall, and nine were missing
sociometric ratings in the spring, leaving 178 children with
complete data across all variables. Missing data were mostly

due to a child joining the class after the fall measures were
completed or leaving before the spring measures were completed.
There were no significant differences between the children
with vs. without complete data on target status, gender, race
(dichotomized as White vs. non-White), or academic enablers
at fall or spring. However, children with complete data received
higher sociometric ratings in fall, t(182) = 2.45, p = 0.015, and in
spring, t(183) = 2.79, p = 0.006, and were younger in age, t(189)
= 2.34, p = 0.017, compared to those with missing data. Missing
data were handled using Full Information Maximum Likelihood
(FIML) in all models.

The diagram of the model fitted for Aims 1, 2, and
3 is presented in Figure 1. We created seven models, one
for each teacher MOSAIC strategy (reviewing expectations
for behavior, reinforcing expectations for behavior, reviewing
expectations for inclusiveness, reinforcing expectations for
inclusiveness, highlighting positive attributes, CARE time, and
discreet corrections). To test Aim 1, we examined the direct
effect of the MOSAIC strategy on children’s spring academic
enablers, after statistical control of fall academic enablers and
target student status (dummy coded as 0 = non-target, 1 =

target). To test Aim 2, we examined the indirect effect of
the MOSAIC strategy on spring academic enablers via spring
sociometric ratings, after statistical control of fall academic
enablers, fall sociometric ratings, and target student status.
Finally, to test Aim 3 we added interaction effects to explore
whether the direct effect of the MOSAIC strategy on academic
enablers differed as a function of children’s target vs. non-
target status, and whether the indirect effect of the MOSAIC
strategy on academic enablers via sociometric ratings differed
as a function of children’s target vs. non-target status (i.e.,
moderated mediation).

There is a nested structure within the data, where students
(Level 1) are nested within classrooms (Level 2). We first
tested Aim 1 using Multilevel Model (MLM) model in SAS
for Windows Version 9.4, where we accounted for this nested
structure. Then, to test Aims 2 and 3 we attempted to fit
a Multilevel Structural Equation Model (MSEM) to the data
using Mplus Version 8.4. However, MSEMs are difficult to fit
and our models ran into a non-identification problem because
we had more parameters to be estimated than the number of
clusters. Therefore, Aims 2 and 3 were analyzed with Structural
Equation Model (SEM) with Mplus Version 8.4 which does
not account for the nested structure. The indirect effect in the
mediation (Aim 2) and moderated mediation (Aim 3) analyses
were produced using bootstrapping with 10000 subsamples
drawn. All variables were grand-mean centered, in line with
recommendations from Enders and Tofighi (2007) for analyses
testing the main effects of a Level 2 predictor on a Level 1
outcome (Aim 1), and because the tests of Aims 2 and 3 did not
incorporate nesting.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics
On average, students received high sociometric ratings (M =

4.01 in fall, 3.87 in spring; possible range of scores = 1–5)
and high ratings of academic enablers (M = 3.61 in fall, 3.90
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TABLE 3 | Summary of analyses for Aims 1 and 2.

Reviewing

expectations for

behavior

Reinforcing

expectations for

behavior

Reviewing

expectations for

inclusiveness

Reinforcing

expectations for

inclusiveness

Highlighting

positive attributes

CARE time Discreet

corrections

AIM 1: DIRECT EFFECTS OF TEACHER STRATEGIES ON ACADEMIC ENABLERS

DV: Spring academic enablers

Fall academic enablers

Student target status

Teacher practice

0.84 (0.05)***

−0.05 (0.09)

0.15 (0.09)

0.85 (0.05)***

−0.04 (0.09)

−0.07 (0.08)

0.85 (0.05)***

−0.04 (0.09)

−0.01 (0.09)

0.84 (0.05)***

−0.05 (0.09)

0.03 (0.09)

0.85 (0.05)***

−0.05 (0.09)

0.12 (0.10)

0.84 (0.05)***

−0.05 (0.09)

0.19 (0.09)*

0.85 (0.05)***

−0.04 (0.09)

−0.11 (0.10)

AIM 2: INDIRECT EFFECTS OF SOCIOMETRIC RATINGS ON ASSOCIATIONS IN AIM 1

DV: Spring sociometric ratings

Fall sociometric ratings

Student target status

Teacher practice

0.70 (0.06)***

−0.08 (0.07)

0.06 (0.03)+

0.72 (0.06)***

−0.07 (0.07)

−0.01 (0.03)

0.72 (0.06)***

−0.07 (0.07)

−0.01 (0.03)

0.71 (0.06)***

−0.07 (0.07)

0.04 (0.03)

0.69 (0.06)***

−0.09 (0.08)

0.10 (0.04)**

0.69 (0.07)***

−0.09 (0.08)

0.08 (0.04)*

0.73 (0.06)***

−0.06 (0.08)

−0.04 (0.04)

DV: Spring academic enablers

Fall academic enablers

Fall sociometric ratings

Student target status

Spring sociometric ratings

Teacher practice

0.68 (0.07)***

−0.02 (0.11)

−0.16 (0.11)

0.22 (0.12)+

0.14 (0.05)**

0.69 (0.07)***

0.02 (0.11)

−0.12 (0.11)

0.24 (0.11)*

−0.06 (0.03)+

0.68 (0.07)***

<0.01 (0.11)

−0.13 (0.11)

0.25 (0.12)*

–<0.01 (0.04)

0.68 (0.07)***

–<0.01 (0.11)

−0.14 (0.11)

0.25 (0.12)*

0.02 (0.04)

0.70 (0.07)***

−0.01 (0.11)

−0.14 (0.11)

0.21 (0.12)+

0.09 (0.04)*

0.73 (0.07)***

−0.04 (0.10)

−0.14 (0.10)

0.18 (0.11)

0.19 (0.05)***

0.70 (0.08)***

0.03 (0.11)

−0.11 (0.11)

0.22 (0.12)+

−0.10 (0.04)*

Indirect effect of teacher

strategies on spring

academic enablers

0.013

(−0.003, 0.040)

−0.002

(−0.021, 0.014)

−0.002

(−0.019, 0.016)

0.009

(−0.006, 0.030)

0.022

(−0.002, 0.060)

0.014

(−0.002, 0.052)

−0.009

(−0.035, 0.009)

DV, dependent variable.

All significant effects are bolded. Indirect effects were obtained from bootstrapping; therefore, the significance was inferred from the confidence interval.
+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

in spring; possible range of scores = 1–5). Sociometric ratings
in the fall and spring were negatively skewed (skewness =

−0.81 in fall, −0.68 in spring). All variables were examined for
outliers using absolute deviation around the median technique
(Leys et al., 2013). The variables of fall and spring sociometric
ratings, and spring academic enablers, had outliers at the
lower end as determined by this method (seven for fall
sociometric ratings, nine for spring sociometric ratings, and
one for spring academic enablers). However, the outlier cases
were examined and they did not appear to result from a data
entry or calculation error. Additionally, the majority of the
outliers were target student cases. Considering that classrooms
have a wide range of students and target students (selected
for elevated ADHD symptoms and peer problems) are likely
to fall on the lower end of the class distribution in social
and academic functioning, these cases were included. The
teacher variables representing teachers’ use of CARE time,
highlighting positive attributes, and reinforcing expectations for
behavior were positively skewed, whereas discreet corrections
was negatively skewed. As there were only 12 teachers,
these teacher variables were not assessed for the presence
of outliers.

All student variables were significantly and positively
correlated at the bivariate level (p < 0.01; r = 0.52–0.78). The
following MOSAIC strategies were significantly and positively
correlated (p < 0.05): CARE time with highlighting positive
attributes (r = 0.75), reinforcing expectations for behavior with
discreet corrections (r = 0.67), and reinforcing expectations for
inclusiveness with reviewing expectations for behavior (r= 0.71).
However, as there were only 12 teachers in this sample, a lack of

significant correlation between other MOSAIC strategies should
be interpreted cautiously.

Direct Effects of MOSAIC Strategies on
Academic Enablers
For Aim 1, results showed that teachers’ use of CARE time
(β = 0.19, p = 0.029) was positively associated with spring
academic enablers, after controlling for fall academic enablers
and target student status (see Table 3). The MOSAIC strategies
were z-scored, and the outcome of academic enablers reflected
the average (from 1 to 5) of the ratings of each academic
enabler item. Therefore, the beta weights indicate that a 1 SD
increase in teachers’ use of CARE time was associated with
increases of 0.19 in spring academic enabler mean scores. The
other teacher practices were not significantly associated with
spring academic enablers (all ps > 0.10), after accounting for fall
academic enablers.

Indirect Effects of MOSAIC Strategies on
Academic Enablers via Sociometric
Ratings
As seen in Table 3, there were no significant indirect effects
between teacher strategy use and spring academic enablers,
as mediated by spring sociometric ratings (Aim 2). In these
mediational models, the direct effects of reviewing expectations
for behavior (β = 0.14, p = 0.007), highlighting positive
attributes (β = 0.09, p = 0.046), CARE time (β = 0.19, p <

0.001), and discreet corrections (β =−0.10, p= 0.015) to spring
academic enablers were significant. Because the analyses of direct
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TABLE 4 | Summary of analyses for Aim 3.

Reviewing

expectations for

behavior

Reinforcing

expectations for

behavior

Reviewing

expectations for

inclusiveness

Reinforcing

expectations for

inclusiveness

Highlighting

positive attributes

CARE time Discreet

corrections

AIM 3: MODERATION OF THE PATHWAYS IN AIMS 1 AND 2 BY TARGET STUDENT STATUS

DV: Spring sociometric ratings

Fall sociometric ratings

Teacher practice

Target status

Teacher practice X

target status

0.70 (0.06)***

0.05 (0.04)

−0.08 (0.08)

0.06 (0.07)

0.72 (0.06)***

−0.04 (0.03)

−0.06 (0.07)

0.12 (0.06)*

0.72 (0.06)***

<0.01 (0.04)

−0.06 (0.07)

−0.04 (0.07)

0.71 (0.06)***

0.04 (0.04)

−0.07 (0.07)

–<0.01 (0.07)

0.71 (0.06)***

0.17 (0.04)***

−0.08 (0.07)

−0.23 (0.08)**

0.70 (0.07)***

0.13 (0.04)**

−0.08 (0.08)

−0.21 (0.09)*

0.74 (0.06)***

−0.11 (0.04)**

−0.06 (0.07)

0.21 (0.08)*

DV: Spring academic enablers

Fall academic enablers

Fall sociometric ratings

Spring sociometric ratings

Teacher practice

Target status

Teacher practice X

target status

0.68 (0.07)***

−0.02 (0.11)

0.22 (0.12)+

0.16 (0.06)**

−0.16 (0.11)

−0.07 (0.12)

0.69 (0.07)***

0.02 (0.11)

0.24 (0.11)*

−0.06 (0.04)+

−0.12 (0.11)

0.02 (0.06)

0.68 (0.07)***

(0.11)

0.24 (0.12)*

(0.04)

−0.13 (0.11)

−0.05 (0.10)

0.67 (0.07)***

<0.01 (0.11)

0.25 (0.12)*

(0.05)

−0.14 (0.11)

−0.05 (0.10)

0.70 (0.07)***

−0.01 (0.11)

0.21 (0.13)+

0.09 (0.05)

−0.14 (0.11)

<0.01 (0.09)

0.74 (0.07)***

−0.05 (0.11)

0.19 (0.11)+

0.17 (0.06)**

−0.14 (0.10)

0.05 (0.11)

0.70 (0.08)***

0.05 (0.11)

0.21 (0.12)+

−0.12 (0.05)*

−0.10 (0.11)

0.06 (0.09)

Indirect Effect of Teacher Strategies on Spring Academic Enablers

For target status = 0

For target status = 1

0.010 (−0.009,

0.036)

0.022

(−0.005, 0.076)

−0.009 (−0.033,

0.006)

0.020

(−0.013, 0.059)

(−0.018, 0.021)

−0.009

(−0.052, 0.027)

0.009 (−0.010,

0.033)

0.008

(−0.023, 0.049)

0.036 (−0.005,

0.089)

−0.014

(−0.063, 0.020)

0.024 (−0.003,

0.071)

−0.014

(−0.061, 0.021)

−0.022 (−0.060,

0.003)

0.020

(−0.010, 0.074)

DV, dependent variable.

All significant effects are bolded. Indirect effects were obtained from bootstrapping; therefore, the significance was inferred from the confidence interval.
+p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

effects in Aim 1 account for nesting, we base our interpretation
of direct effects of teacher practices on academic enablers on the
results from Aim 1 rather than Aim 2.

Moderation by Target Status
Table 4 contains the results testing Aim 3. In the full model (see
Figure 1), target student status was not found to moderate the
direct effects of MOSAIC strategies on spring academic enablers,
nor the indirect effect of MOSAIC strategies on spring academic
enablers, via spring sociometric ratings. As a replication of our
previous findings, target status moderated the direct effects of
some strategies on sociometric ratings (see Mikami et al., 2020
for discussion of those results). Similar to as in Aim 2, the
direct effects of reviewing expectations for behavior (β = 0.16,
p = 0.004), CARE time (β = 0.17, p = 0.002), and discreet
corrections (β = −0.12, p = 0.018) to spring academic enablers
were significant.

DISCUSSION

The current pilot study explored specific teacher practices that
may be associated with improvement in children’s academic
enablers, whether any such associations operate via the indirect
effect of better sociometric ratings, and the extent to which the
findings may be similar for children at risk for ADHD relative
to their classmates. These teacher practices were suggested in
previous work (Mikami et al., 2020) to be associated with children
receiving better sociometric ratings from their classroom peers.
With the current analyses we attempted to determine whether
the suggested benefits of any of these teacher practices might

also extend to academic outcomes. Our goal was to better
understand the complex associations between teacher practices,
classroom peer dynamics, and student academic functioning, and
also to identify potentially unique or previously undiscovered
teacher practices that have the promise of shaping both peer
dynamics and academic enablers. In partial support of our
hypotheses, teacher use of the MOSAIC strategy of CARE time
was positively associated with children having better academic
enablers in spring, after accounting for fall levels of academic
enablers. However, we did not find support for the hypothesized
indirect effects of sociometric ratings on academic enablers, or
for moderation by target student status on any of the above
relationships. Below we interpret our pattern of findings and
discuss the implications of the lack of significant findings for
future research.

Teacher Practices and Academic Enablers
Greater teacher use of CARE time was associated with children
having better academic enablers in spring after adjusting for fall
enablers. The positive association for CARE time is consistent
with the Banking Time intervention literature (Driscoll and
Pianta, 2010) that shows that teacher use of this strategy is
associated with teacher-reported improvements in student task
persistence, engagement, and participation. In our previous
analyses (Mikami et al., 2020), we found that greater use of CARE
time was also significantly associated with students receiving
higher peer sociometric ratings. Collectively, these findings,
coupled with the literature, suggest that spending one-on-one
time where the teacher shows interest in students may have
positive impacts on student academic, behavioral, and social
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functioning. Given its impact on multiple domains of student
functioning, teacher use of this practice could be considered high
priority in pre-service and in-service professional development
training and consultation, and research on potential mechanisms
of action should continue.

Interestingly, the other teacher strategies (i.e., highlighting
positive attributes, reviewing and reinforcing expectations
for behavior, reviewing and reinforcing expectations for
inclusiveness, and discreet corrections) were not significantly
associated with improvement in academic enablers. In our
previous analysis of these data (Mikami et al., 2020), we
found the greater teacher use of highlighting positive attributes,
reviewing expectations for behavior, and reinforcing expectations
for inclusiveness, were significantly associated with students
receiving higher peer sociometric ratings. These strategies are
also thought to enhance student motivation, participation,
and engagement through fostering positive teacher-student
relationships and encouraging adaptive classroom behaviors. For
example, reviewing expectations for behavior is an evidence-
based classroom management strategy (Simonsen et al., 2008),
and is particularly useful for students at risk for ADHD (Epstein
et al., 2008). Moreover, highlighting students’ strengths could
make students feel more welcome in the teacher’s classroom and
more motivated and supported to persist in challenging tasks.
However, in the current study, the use of these strategies was not
positively associated with spring academic enablers as expected.
We have considered multiple explanations for this null finding.
First, other practices, such as teacher instructional strategies (e.g.,
critical thinking and problem-solving tasks, variety in academic
work) have a powerful impact on academic enablers (Greenwood
et al., 2002; Lekwa et al., 2019). It is possible that MOSAIC
teachers were also using instructional strategies (that we did not
measure) that directly targeted academic enablers, and these
strategies exerted a stronger influence than did the MOSAIC
strategies. In this context, the unique impact of MOSAIC
strategies may not be detectable. Second, academic enablers skills
were fairly high in the fall, leaving little room for improvement.

Another possibility is that our measurement approach may
have limited our ability to detect the intended effects. Namely,
we isolated strategies at the micro-level to enhance our ability to
reliablymeasure each teacher strategy; however, thesemicro-level
strategies may be necessary but insufficient to alter, or to predict
change in, academic enablers1. For example, recent studies have
found that (a) teachers’ appropriate response to student rule
violations (e.g., verbal or non-verbal behaviors accompanied by
appropriate tone, affect, intensity, and pitch) was more predictive
of rates of student disruptive behavior than was the use of
effective instructions or reinforcing expectations (Owens et al.,
2018), and (b) that the relationship between use of appropriate
response to rule violations and lower disruptive behavior became
stronger over time for both target students and other students
(Owens et al., 2020b). Thus, although reinforcing rules, which
is a MOSAIC strategy, is a critical component of classroom

1We note that we also explored a composite variable representing each teacher’s

use of all MOSAIC strategies. However, none of the results changed when using

this variable.

management, this practice may only be sufficient in addressing
student behavior and enablers when coupled with appropriate
responses to rule violation. In the MOSAIC trial, we did not
measure appropriate responses to rule violations as described
above; if we had, perhaps we would have found a greater
association between teacher practices and academic enablers.

Lastly, it is possible that we did not have the sample size
to detect the impact of these strategies on academic enablers.
Namely, even among the effects that were significant, the
magnitude of these effects is rather modest. Thus, in a dynamic
classroom context where multiple factors and their interactions
are predicting student outcomes (Kyriakides et al., 2013;
Steinbrenner and Watson, 2015), and because we statistically
controlled for fall academic enabler skills in data analyses,
MOSAIC strategies may only account for a small proportion of
variance in spring academic enablers.

Indirect Effects of Peer Dynamics
We did not find support for the hypothesized indirect effects of
sociometric ratings on the relationship between teacher strategies
and academic enablers. In the context of the lack of findings,
it is prudent to consider limitations in research design and
measurement, as well as possible modification to the theory of
change. With regard to design and measurement, there are many
lessons learned from this pilot project that can inform future
research. First, we are assessing multiple complex constructs
within a dynamic ecological system. Thus, in order to detect the
effects of interest, future researchers may need a significantly
larger sample of teachers and more distinct and more frequent
measurement periods (e.g., enablers measured in the fall and
spring, sociometric ratings assessed in the winter, and rates of
teacher strategy use prior to each of these time periods). We had
a sample of 12 teachers which may have prevented the MSEMs
from converging. A larger sample of teachers and a more distinct
temporal sequence of the predictor, mediator, and outcome
variables would likely allow for model converge and tests of
mediation effects. Similarly, although there is evidence that peer
dynamics can affect academic achievement within one school
year (e.g., DeLay et al., 2016; Mikami et al., 2017), it may take
longer than a year to detect the indirect effects of peer dynamics
on a pathway between teacher practices to academic enablers.

Second, as described above, future researchers should consider
the level of measurement of teacher practices. It is possible
that capturing both a “global” indicator of effective teaching, in
addition to micro-level indicators of strategy use, would allow
for greater detection of effects of teacher behavior on student
outcomes. For example, a highly effective teacher may use both
specific MOSAIC strategies and other general strategies (e.g., an
overall sensitive approach to understanding and incorporating
students’ unique emotional and learning needs into instructional
practice; an organized classroom that runs like a well-oiled and
productive machine) that together, contribute to students’ social
and academic functioning. Yet the measurement approach used
in this study could not capture this global effectiveness factor. In
future studies, researchers should consider assessing both micro-
skills and more comprehensive indicators of classroom success,
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such as those assessed by the Classroom Assessment Scoring
System (CLASS; Pianta et al., 2008).

Third, it is important to consider the overlap that may
exist among the constructs assessed in this study. For example,
one of the key academic enablers is interpersonal skills, which
is the ability to communicate effectively and cooperate with
peers on academic tasks. There is likely shared variance
between this academic enabler and sociometric ratings. This
shared variance might have contributed to the challenges we
experienced when fitting the MSEM models. Thus, in future
studies, researchers may need to consider examining indicators
of academic performance that have less conceptual overlap with
the variables assessing peer dynamics. Lastly, it is possible that
the hypothesized pathways in this study are best detected early in
the student’s educational career (e.g., Kindergarten) before social
reputations become intractable.

As we are learning more about the outcomes of the program
(Mikami et al. under review), it may be fruitful to consider
prioritizing fewer strategies (e.g., CARE time) and increase the
use of strategies designed to shift peer sociometric judgments
directly rather than indirectly via teacher modeling. Strategies
that directly impact peer relationships include strategic seating,
peer tutoring, cooperative learning tasks, use of direct peer
compliments, and peer problem-solving skills (e.g., Van den
Berg and Stoltz, 2018). Although some of these are included
in the MOSAIC program (e.g., cooperative learning tasks, peer
compliments), they are introduced to teachers later in the year
(i.e., in the third of three phases, so as not to overwhelm teachers
with multiple strategies and to account for the developmental
progression of teacher and peer relationships over the course of
the year) and were not prioritized with teachers in the current
study. Future iterations of the MOSAIC program could examine
the utility of applying these strategies earlier in the year to
enhance their dose and potency.

Moderation by Target Status
The associations between teacher strategies and academic
enablers were not moderated by target student status. This
was the case for both the direct effects of teacher practices on
academic enablers, and the indirect effects of sociometric ratings
on the relationship between teacher strategies and academic
enablers. These findings suggest that CARE time may be effective
for all students’ academic enablers as a direct effect, possibly
rendering them valuable strategies that teachers can apply
universally to all students in the classroom. On the other hand,
the indirect effects of sociometric ratings on improvements in
academic enablers did not seem to appear, regardless of students’
target or non-target status. Future research with larger and
more homogeneous samples (e.g., students who meet diagnostic
criteria for ADHD and who have significant deficits in academic
functioning) may be warranted to detect if there are differential
benefits for subgroups of students in the classroom.

Strengths and Limitations
Study strengths include (a) use of a short-term longitudinal
design across one school year, (b) a multi-informant, multi-
method approach to measurement of both teacher practices

and student outcomes to obtain good separation of method
variance, (c) the controlling of fall academic enabler scores when
predicting spring academic enabler scores, and (d) a two-site
study that enhanced diversity of the sample and generalizability
of our findings.

However, there are several limitations that are consistent
with the pilot nature of the current study, including a small
sample of teachers and the assessment of a limited number
of teacher practices. The lack of assessment of the amount of
teacher strategies specifically directed toward target vs. non-
target students is another limitation. Had we found a moderating
effect, we could not be certain if the effects were a function of
target student status (i.e., ADHD symptoms and peer problems),
or occurred because these students received higher doses of the
MOSAIC practices. This limitation is being addressed in our
current randomized clinical trial of the MOSAIC program.

In addition, our testing of Aims 2 and 3 did not account for
the nested structure of students in classrooms. We understand
that not accounting for nesting may provide biased estimates of
standard errors, because it is ignoring interdependence among
participants within a cluster. Of concern, it is more likely that the
standard errors will be underestimated; that is, one may find a
significant result without nesting that would be non-significant
once nesting occurred (Osborne, 2000). In the current study, we
find it notable that the hypotheses for Aims 2 and 3 were not
supported in the non-nested data analyses. Therefore, we suspect
that they would also not be supported if we had tested them using
a nested structure.

Other limitations are that the target students were at risk
for ADHD but we do not know if results can be extrapolated
to children with confirmed ADHD diagnoses in the general
education classroom. Lastly, we only measured three academic
enablers (i.e., we did not include a measure of the academic
enabler of study skills); different patterns may be detected with
other academic enablers.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Our results suggest that specific teacher strategies designed to
influence relationships (i.e., CARE time) hold some promise
for improving student academic enablers from fall to spring.
Although the magnitude of this effect may be small, this
strategy should be considered a priority in both research and
practice arenas, as this study and others collectively suggest
the utility of this strategy on children’s social, behavioral,
and academic outcomes (Driscoll and Pianta, 2010; Mikami
et al., 2020). Our findings also highlight the challenges of
documenting the impact of teacher practices on social and
academic outcomes, as well as the mechanisms through
which these practices are operating to produce changes. It
is recommended that researchers examine these relationships
by recruiting a larger sample of teachers; comprehensively
assessing teacher use of strategies (at micro- and macro-
levels) and their use directed toward target vs. non-target
students; and including multiple measurement periods (perhaps
over multi-year periods) to establish the temporal sequence
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for mediation analyses. Given that multiple strategies may be
required to develop a comprehensive approach that improves
children’s classroom functioning, it is recommended that
teachers work collaboratively with behavioral consultants or
school psychologists to determine the best combination for each
classroom based on student needs and characteristics.
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Drawing on the role of teachers for peer ecologies, we investigated whether students

favored ethnically homogenous over ethnically diverse relationships, depending on

classroom diversity and perceived teacher care. We specifically studied students’

intra- and interethnic relationships in classrooms with different ethnic compositions,

accounting for homogeneous subgroups forming on the basis of ethnicity and gender

diversity (i.e., ethnic-demographic faultlines). Based on multilevel social network analyses

of dyadic networks between 1299 early adolescents in 70 German fourth grade

classrooms, the results indicated strong ethnic homophily, particularly driven by German

students who favored ethnically homogenous dyads over mixed dyads. As anticipated,

the results showed that there was more in-group bias if perceived teacher care was low

rather than high. Moreover, stronger faultlines were associated with stronger in-group

bias; however, this relation was moderated by teacher care: If students perceived

high teacher care, they showed a higher preference for mixed-ethnic dyads, even in

classrooms with strong faultlines. These findings highlight the central role of teachers as

agents of positive diversity management and the need to consider contextual classroom

factors other than ethnic diversity when investigating intergroup relations in schools.

Keywords: interethnic relations, teacher care, peer ecology, dyadic social networks, faultlines, ethnic diversity

INTRODUCTION

Ethnically heterogeneous classrooms are an important social context for facilitating intergroup
contact among students from different social backgrounds. Interethnic classroom experiences
can reduce students’ prejudice (Turner and Cameron, 2016; Grütter and Tropp, 2018) and
foster immigrant students’ inclusion in the host society (Stefanek et al., 2014). However, while
contact opportunities are an important prerequisite for students’ interethnic friendships (Juvonen,
2017; Leman and Cameron, 2017; Graham, 2018), the mere presence of other ethnic groups
does not automatically promote positive interethnic interactions (Moody, 2001; Verkuyten et al.,
2010). Research has well-documented ethnic homophily, whereby students prefer to affiliate with
classmates of the same ethnicity or nationality (Strohmeier, 2012; Bagci et al., 2014; Smith et al.,
2014). Strong ethnic boundaries carry a high potential for conflict and isolation, especially for
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students from ethnic minority groups, as recent international
studies indicate (Oxman-Martinez et al., 2012; OECD, 2019).
Since social isolation and negative peer experiences can harm
student engagement (e.g., Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014), academic
achievement (e.g., Ladd et al., 2017), and mental health (e.g.,
Schwartz et al., 2005), it is important to study social relations in
interethnic classrooms.

Previous findings on interethnic relations in the context of
increasing ethnic diversity are mixed (Thijs and Verkuyten,
2014; Schwarzenthal et al., 2017): Some studies found positive
associations between diversity and cross-ethnic friendships, as
well as lower levels of prejudice among majority group students
and lower rates of discrimination amongminority group students
(e.g., Agirdag et al., 2011; Schachner et al., 2015; Titzmann
et al., 2015). In contrast, other studies point to a higher risk
of peer discrimination among ethnic minorities (e.g., Vervoort
et al., 2011; Brenick et al., 2012; Baysu et al., 2014). Recently,
researchers have moved beyond analyzing whether diversity
is good or bad for interethnic relations and acknowledged
that social inclusion requires more than just placing students
from different social groups in the same classroom (Thijs and
Verkuyten, 2014; Juvonen et al., 2019). Therefore, more recent
work focuses on how diversity is dealt with within schools (e.g.,
Geerlings et al., 2017; Schwarzenthal et al., 2017).

Focusing on teachers’ critical role for social inclusion (Juvonen
et al., 2019), the current study aims to contribute to this
recent work. First, by integrating theories on peer ecologies
(e.g., Gest and Rodkin, 2011; Farmer et al., 2019) and research
on intergroup relations, we study whether teachers influence
interethnic peer relations in the classroom. Previous research
has shown that teachers’ interactions with students strongly
impact how relationships form among students (e.g., Mikami
et al., 2012; Farmer et al., 2019). However, there are only
very few studies on teachers’ role for students’ social inclusion
in ethnically diverse classrooms (e.g., Thijs, 2017). In order
to address this research gap, we study whether perceived
teacher-student relationships moderate students’ interethnic
relations by specifically investigating whether students favor
ethnically homogenous over ethnically diverse relationships,
depending on how caring they perceive their teacher. Second,
we integrate faultline theory from organizational psychology
with educational theories on teacher-student relations, which
allows us to take a novel intersectional approach to investigating
classroom diversity: We measure hypothetical dividing lines
between relatively homogeneous subgroups on the basis of
student ethnicity and gender, i.e., we measure gender-ethnicity
faultlines (Lau and Murnighan, 1998) and use these to predict
dyadic relationships, thereby highlighting the role of the overlap
of several diversity attributes in diverse classrooms. Faultline
research shows that negative consequences of diversity become
more likely with strong faultlines—i.e., if subgroups form on the
basis of multiple attributes (Thatcher and Patel, 2012; Homan
and van Knippenberg, 2015). We assume that teachers’ positive
interactions with students might serve as a buffer for potential
negative effects of faultlines.

Third, on the basis of the notion that processes related to
different social categories require theory and analyses at the

individual level (van Dijk et al., 2018), we employ a novel
methodological approach, namely the analysis of dyadic social
networks, to study students’ interaction preferences through a
personal social network lens (e.g., Snijders and Bosker, 1999).
This approach leaves room for ethnic minority and majority
group students’ differing experiences of classroom diversity,
which have rarely been analyzed within the same study (Vervoort
et al., 2011; Tolsma et al., 2013; Thijs and Verkuyten, 2014;
Leszczensky et al., 2018). This methodology allows us to draw
separate conclusions for majority and minority students.

Interethnic Relations in Ethnically Diverse

Classrooms
Diversity shapes relationships within classrooms through
creating opportunities for cross-group friendships, by creating
a power hierarchy among ethnic groups, and through potential
intergroup competition resulting from perceived threat (Thijs
and Verkuyten, 2014; Graham, 2018). Since ethnic minorities
are more likely to become targets of negative peer interactions
(e.g., Hughes et al., 2016), interventions to reduce ethnic
discrimination have primarily targeted intergroup attitudes of
majority group members (e.g., Turner and Cameron, 2016).
Moreover, as majority group students usually hold a higher social
status than minority group members, majority group students
have more decision power over the formation of interethnic
friendships (Verkuyten, 2007; Schwarzenthal et al., 2017). In
this context, schools are important agents for reducing group
biases, as they can provide opportunities for positive interethnic
contacts among students (Strohmeier, 2012; Jones and Rutland,
2018; Juvonen et al., 2019). Previous findings show that such
diverse opportunities can promote interethnic friendships (e.g.,
Titzmann and Silbereisen, 2009; Wilson and Rodkin, 2011;
Graham et al., 2014; Knifsend and Juvonen, 2014; Jugert et al.,
2017), which are strong predictors of improved intergroup
attitudes, mental health, and school adaptation (Turner and
Cameron, 2016; Graham, 2018).

However, students from different ethnicities do not always
form cross-group friendships. Previous findings show strong
same-ethnicity biases in friendship selection (e.g., McPherson
et al., 2001; Moody, 2001; Titzmann and Silbereisen, 2009;
Vermeij et al., 2009; Graham et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2014),
particularly among majority group students (e.g., Stark, 2015).
This is at least partly due to the fact that ethnic homophily
promotes students’ shared social identities (Wilson and Rodkin,
2011; Bagci et al., 2014). According to social identity theory,
individuals define themselves through their membership with
different social groups, which they internalize into their self-
concept. As individuals are motivated to achieve and maintain
a positive self-concept, they compare and positively distinguish
their own group from other groups (Tajfel and Turner, 1979).
This intergroup bias is stronger for groups with higher social
status, since individuals strive to belong to a positively valued
group (Brown and Bigler, 2002).

Contexts where ethnicity is salient render intergroup bias (i.e.,
the automatic devaluation of outgroup members in comparison
to the own ingroup) especially likely (Tajfel and Turner, 1979).
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Ethnicity can be particularly salient in contexts characterized by
low levels of diversity, where a specific ethnic group is in the
numeric minority (Bigler and Liben, 2007; Juvonen et al., 2019).
In such contexts, there is typically an imbalance of power between
members of different ethnicities. The imbalance of power theory
(Graham, 2006) assumes that ethnic classroom diversity (i.e.,
a more balanced representation of multiple ethnic groups) can
diminish such negative peer effects as power is distributed
more evenly between multiple ethnic groups with an increasing
number of groups and with increasing group size. Indeed, ethnic
minority group students experience less peer victimization, less
loneliness, and feel safer in classrooms with higher levels of ethnic
diversity (Juvonen et al., 2006; Agirdag et al., 2011; Graham,
2018).

However, in addition to numerical imbalance, ethnic groups
also differ with regard to their societal status (Jackson et al.,
2006; Verkuyten, 2007). Thus, when social minorities grow in
numbers, they can present a threat for majority group members
(e.g., Durkin et al., 2012). According to ethnic group competition
theory (Blalock, 1967; Scheepers et al., 2002), increasing levels
of diversity cause feelings of threat and social competition
among ethnic majority group students (Durkin et al., 2012).
In order to maintain their higher status, these students are
more likely to affiliate with in-group members (Scheepers et al.,
2002; Vervoort et al., 2011). Accordingly, ethnic majority group
students show higher same-ethnic friendship preferences with
increasing levels of diversity (Kawabata and Crick, 2008; Wilson
and Rodkin, 2011; Bagci et al., 2014; Jugert et al., 2017).
Moreover, increasing proportions of minority group students
in classrooms are associated with majority students’ aggressive
behavior and discrimination against ethnic minority group
students (Verkuyten and Thijs, 2002; Vervoort et al., 2011;
Durkin et al., 2012; Barth et al., 2013). In contrast, ethnic
minority group students can feel more confident to challenge the
out-groups’ superiority when their numbers increase, which can
in turn lead to more bullying and fights (Jackson et al., 2006;
Vervoort et al., 2011; Barth et al., 2013).

Moderate levels of ethnic classroom diversity are especially
likely to exacerbate negative peer relations (Bellmore et al., 2012),
as they can highlight group distinctions and incite groups to
attain higher social positions (Moody, 2001; Brenick et al., 2012).
Such dynamics are likely to result in negative peer relations,
negative climate (Benner and Graham, 2013), and perceived
threat (Duffy and Nesdale, 2008). In this context, a recent study
showed that prejudice moderated the relation between diversity
and peer victimization (Thijs et al., 2014). Taken together, prior
findings show that the salience of perceived group distinctions
shapes the nature of interethnic relations in classrooms.

Faultlines and Interethnic Relations in

Classrooms
Individuals are more likely to perceive others as members of
social groups if several categories align, such that they create clear
demarcations between groups with reference to several categories
in a given social context (Turner et al., 1987). Organizational
psychology calls this alignment of multiple categories faultlines,

i.e., hypothetical dividing lines splitting a group of individuals
into relatively homogeneous subgroups on the basis of multiple
attributes (Lau and Murnighan, 1998). Groups with strong
faultlines are characterized by homogeneous subgroups with
regard to multiple attributes. For example, a four-person group
consisting of two young American women and two older German
men is characterized by a strong faultline with regard to age,
gender, and nationality. Faultlines exacerbate intergroup bias
between subgroups and lead to group conflict in organizations
(see Thatcher and Patel, 2012, for a meta-analysis). Specifically,
other demographic attributes than ethnicity, such as gender,
have been found to increase tensions between ethnic groups
if these other categories align with ethnicity, i.e., in the case
of faultlines with regard to ethnicity or nationality and other
demographic attributes (see Carton and Cummings, 2013, for a
review). This is also relevant for classroom settings: For example,
Turkish girls may have a higher risk for being perceived as
out-group members if most of their classmates are German
boys—compared to a situation where both groups of Turkish
and German students are of mixed gender. In this study, we
specifically focus on the overlap of ethnicity and gender because
adolescents exhibit strong gender homophily (Veenstra and
Dijkstra, 2011). Therefore, if gender and ethnic categories align
in classrooms, gender-ethnicity faultlines are likely to exacerbate
intergroup bias and conflicts. Moreover, ethnic similarity can be
more important for girls than for boys (Baerveldt et al., 2004;
Sigal and Nally, 2004), whereby girls from ethnic minorities have
a higher risk for victimization and negative perceptions than
boys from ethnic minorities (Kistner et al., 1993; Putallaz et al.,
2007; Vervoort et al., 2011). Investigating classroom diversity
with faultlines also yields to calls for intersectional approaches
in the study of classroom diversity (e.g., Ghavami and Peplau,
2012; Juvonen, 2017). In a nutshell, previous research shows that
stronger faultlines intensify feelings of cohesion within a given
subgroup and increase the devaluation of the “other” subgroup
(e.g., Lau and Murnighan, 2005). Therefore, we predict that
faultlines on the basis of ethnicity and gender are positively related
to ethnic homophily among students, such that students will express
stronger ethnic homophily in classrooms with stronger faultlines
(Hypothesis 1).

However, the way in which individuals deal with diversity
appears to be a stronger predictor for diversity-related outcomes
than diversity itself (Juvonen et al., 2019). Given the central
role of teachers for social processes in classrooms, we
examine the role of teacher-student relationships for students’
interethnic relations.

The Role of Teacher-Student Relationships

for Interethnic Peer Ecologies
Teachers play a critical role for students’ peer experiences and
their social acceptance (Juvonen et al., 2019) as they have a
strong potential to scaffold positive interactions among students
(Farmer et al., 2011; Gest and Rodkin, 2011). Particularly through
their interactions with students, teachers are role models for
students’ social interactions, set norms on how to treat each other,
and provide emotional security for openness toward diversity
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(Hendrickx et al., 2016; Thijs, 2017; Farmer et al., 2019). We
believe that this is the case for several reasons.

First, students are highly sensitive to how the teacher interacts
with their classmates and infer from these interactions how to
evaluate and treat classmates with specific traits or attributes
(McAuliffe et al., 2009; Mikami et al., 2010; Farmer et al.,
2011). Teachers’ praise for a student, for instance, communicates
their social value; accordingly, teachers’ personal liking for a
student predict their social acceptance in the classroom (Hughes
et al., 2001). Additional longitudinal evidence from an ethnically
diverse sample shows that peer ratings of liking among students
are predicted by the quality of teacher-student relationships
(Hughes and Chen, 2011; Sette et al., 2019). Therefore, teacher-
student relationships have a strong impact on how classmates
see each other (Mikami et al., 2010, 2012; Farmer et al., 2011;
Hughes et al., 2014; Hendrickx et al., 2016). Moreover, if the
teacher positively interacts with ethnic minority group students,
they can highlight positive behavior that can disconfirm negative
stereotypes (Juvonen et al., 2019).

Second, student-teacher relationships provide orientations
and norms on how to treat each other. Thus, by treating students
equally positively, independent of their social background,
teachers can provide positive role models for dealing with
diversity (Mikami et al., 2010, 2012; Thijs and Verkuyten,
2012; Schwarzenthal et al., 2017; Farmer et al., 2019; Juvonen
et al., 2019). If students perceive that their teacher encourages
students from different ethnicities to get along, there is less
ethnic discrimination (Benner and Graham, 2013). Similarly,
evidence suggests that pupils in ethnically diverse classrooms
report less racist bullying when they trust that their teacher
reacts if a student was victimized (Verkuyten and Thijs, 2002). In
particular, emotionally supportive teacher-student interactions
can inspire students to treat each other with respect and warmth,
regardless of any differences in ethnic background. In line
with this reasoning, findings show that in classrooms where
teachers provided high emotional support to students, classroom
hierarchies were less pronounced, such that children with lower
social positions had a higher chance to increase their social
acceptance (Mikami et al., 2012). Moreover, in classrooms where
teachers provide high levels of emotional support, students score
higher in social competencies (Brock et al., 2008), show lower
relational aggression (Luckner and Pianta, 2011; Merritt et al.,
2012), and have more reciprocal friendships (Gest and Rodkin,
2011). Emotional support refers to the degree of care, respect,
and confidence in students’ abilities, and has been identified
as an important predictor for students’ social and academic
development throughout their school career (Hamre and Pianta,
2005).

Third, if teachers provide high emotional support to students,
they not only have a role model for positive relational skills, but
students also have a secure base for taking social and emotional
risks in peer interactions (Gest and Rodkin, 2011; Luckner
and Pianta, 2011). This is particularly relevant for interethnic
relations, due to the high tendency to affiliate with peers from
same ethnic groups. Exploring relations outside one’s ethnicity
may require openness toward diversity and may pose a risk for
negative peer experiences. If teachers provide emotional security,

students can have more positive expectations about intergroup
interactions (Geerlings et al., 2017; Thijs, 2017). Supporting this
assumption, previous research showed that emotional teacher
support predicted acceptance for diversity among students
(Sanders and Downer, 2012). A recent study showed that
majority group students’ perceived closeness to their teacher was
associated with positive ethnic attitudes toward minority groups,
independent of classroom diversity and even after controlling
for multicultural school norms (Geerlings et al., 2017). The
authors argued that secure student-teacher relationships result
in cultural openness. Teacher-student relationships can be
particularly relevant in classrooms with higher ethnic tensions.
For example, a study with preadolescents suggests that perceived
closeness and warmth with the teacher had a protective effect on
ethnic minority group students’ outgroup attitudes in relatively
segregated classrooms (Thijs and Verkuyten, 2012). However,
only few studies have investigated the role of teacher-student
relationships for students’ interethnic relations, and the few
existing studies either focused on ethnic minority or ethnic
majority groups, but not both in the same study.

In order to provide more insights, we aim to examine the role
of teacher care for interethnic relations. Teacher care reflects the
degree to which students feel respected, supported, and valued
by their teacher and is usually assessed from the perspective of
the individual student (Doll et al., 2004). Additionally, perceived
care also reflects secure attachment to the teacher (Thijs and
Fleischmann, 2015). We thus specifically focus on teacher care
to examine how individual perceptions of students’ relationships
with their class teacher shape their dyadic social networks. In
this way, we are able to consider that students from ethnic
minority and majority groups may have different perceptions of
their teacher.

Teachers’ emotional support typically predicts students’
perception of teacher care (Gasser et al., 2018). Similar to
emotional support, perceived teacher care positively predicts
academic and social school adjustment (e.g., Suldo et al., 2009;
Wentzel et al., 2010) and positive classroom climate (e.g.,
Murray-Harvey and Slee, 2010). Accordingly, we predict that
perceived teacher care positively relates to students’ peer ratings
(Hypothesis 2a). Moreover, extending prior work (e.g., Geerlings
et al., 2017), we predict a negative relation between perceived
teacher care and ethnic homophily, such that higher perceived
teacher care relates to less ethnic homophily among students
(Hypothesis 2b). Lastly, based on the idea that teachers are
particularly relevant in classrooms with strong ethnic biases
(e.g., Thijs and Verkuyten, 2012), we hypothesize that perceived
teacher care moderates the relation between faultline strength
and ethnic homophily, such that high levels of perceived teacher
care mitigate negative effects of faultlines on students’ interethnic
relations (Hypothesis 3).

Interethnic Relations in German

Classrooms
This study was conducted with early adolescents (i.e., fourth
graders, about 10 years old) in German primary schools. Due
to concerns about ethnic discrimination, multicultural learning
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became part of the official school curriculum in 1996 recognizing
the potential of schools as agents of change (Civitillo et al.,
2016; Schwarzenthal et al., 2017). More than twenty years
later, creating school environments that build on diversity
remains an important agenda. Germany has a long tradition
of immigration; accordingly, classrooms are highly diverse with
regard to students’ ethnicity (Titzmann et al., 2015). Despite
these opportunity structures in schools, cross-group friendships
between German and immigrant students are not the norm
(Jugert et al., 2011; Titzmann, 2014), whereby similar situations
can be found in other European countries (Jones and Rutland,
2018).

Ethnic boundaries become increasingly important during
early adolescence as a characteristic to distinguish in-groups
from out-groups (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). As a consequence,
friendship homophily increases with age (Strohmeier, 2012). In
addition, research shows that adolescents take racist incidents less
seriously as they get older (Mulvey et al., 2016) and that attention
and conformity to peers and group norms increase (Knifsend and
Juvonen, 2014). At the same time however, pathways of prejudice
are more strongly moderated by the social context (van Zalk and
Kerr, 2014). Therefore, by focusing on students at the transition
to early adolescence, the current study focuses on a critical period
in developing positive interethnic relations among students.

METHODS

Sample and Procedure
The sample consisted of 1,299 fourth graders (51% girls) from
70 school classes in Germany. The average classroom size was
22.6 children (SD = 3.7). Twenty-eight percent of the children
were of non-German background, which means that they did not
possess German citizenship. We obtained this information on
children’s nationality from the demographic part of the survey.
Students also provided information about their country of birth.
With one exception, all children with German citizenship were
born in Germany1. The children without German citizenship
came from 37 different countries, predominantly from so-called
resettler states2 (i.e., former Soviet Union and other Eastern
European states, 42%), Turkey (34%), Southern Europe (12%)
or other nationalities including the U.S., Western Europe, and
Asian/Arab regions (12%).

For the data collection, a specific approval from the school
authorities (i.e., the respective ministry of education) was
obtained to contact the schools. In addition, each school board
decided whether to participate in the study, and if this was the
case, class teachers were informed by their respective principal
about the study goals. Written consent of the primary caregivers

1Children also provided information about the country of birth of their parents.

Out of the 1,269 children who reported this information (3% missing), 4% of the

students (N = 51) had at minimum one parent born not in Germany (which is the

official definition of a migration background), but were of German nationality.
2Resettlers are ethnic German immigrants and represent one of the largest

immigrant groups in Germany since 1990. They have lived in the former Soviet

Union for many generations. Despite familiarity with German culture, former

resettles face language barriers and are targets of prejudice and discrimination

(Titzmann et al., 2015).

was obtained, whereby two percent of these primary caregivers
refused the participation of their child in the study and these
children were visiting other classrooms during the lesson at
the time when the data collection took place. Before filling out
the questionnaire, the research assistants, specifically trained
for this data collection, explained that the study was about
students’ social experiences at school and how they perceived
their peers and their teacher. Children were instructed that
their participation was completely voluntary, that there were no
negative consequences for non-participation, that there were no
right or wrong answers, that they could leave out answers, that
they could quit at any time, and that their data was treated
confidentially. Besides gender and aspects related to nationality,
no personal information was collected and children also rated
themselves in the peer ratings to avoid disclosing personal
information. The data was completely anonymized shortly after
the data collection was completed. The data collection procedure
was in line with the APA guidelines and the guidelines of the
German Association of Psychology.

Measures
Peer Ratings
Students rated each of their classmates in how much they would
like to sit next to this child on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = “not at
all,” 4= “very much”).

Ethnic Classroom Diversity
We calculated ethnic diversity using the Simpsons’ Index, also
called Blau Index (Simpson, 1949; Blau, 1977). This index
takes the number of different groups and their numerical
representation into account and ranges from 0 (i.e., no ethnic
diversity, all students in the class are from the same ethnic group)
to the maximal number of ethnicities present in the sample (i.e.,
total cultural diversity: if all the students would be from different
ethnicities with an equal presence). For example, in a classroom
of 20 students, this value would be 0.95 if all students were
from different ethnicities. If there would be 4 ethnic groups with
equal presence, the value would be 0.75, and if there would be
two groups, with one fourth of them of one ethnic minority
group, Simpsons’ index would be 0.375. In our sample, we
used children’s nationality to calculate ethnic classroom diversity,
whereby the mean value was 0.41 (SD = 0.18). This value
represented that in most classrooms, German students were the
numerical majority, while the groups containing children of
other nationalities were smaller (M = 0.27, SD= 0.16).

Gender Diversity
Gender diversity (M = 0.47, SD= 0.05) was represented through
Blau’s Index, whereby a value of 0 indicates that all the children
in a classroom are girls or boys, respectively, and a measure of 0.5
indicates that boys and girls are numerically equally represented.

Faultlines
For each classroom, we computed the strength of the ethnicity-
gender faultline that divides the classroom into subgroups with
the average silhouette width (ASW) algorithm (Meyer and Glenz,
2013). ASW uses a cluster-analytic procedure to detect possible
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subgroups and their homogeneity in a group (Meyer and Glenz,
2013). In a stepwise procedure, the members are clustered into
similar subgroups, whereby the algorithm first classifies each
member as an own subgroup and then subsequently merges
them according to their similarity, until there is only one
subgroup left: the classroom. Fit measures are calculated for
each student and each possible subgroup configuration. The
average ASW value represents the average fit of all members
to their subgroup. For each classroom, the algorithm chooses
the subgroup configuration with the highest ASW value. This
value ranges from 0 to 1, where a value of 1 denotes completely
homogeneous subgroups. We determined faultline strength
across the individual attributes gender and nationality, whereby
we specifically focused on nationality as a criterion for social
group membership, which has been shown to be important for
social identification (Jugert et al., 2011; Titzmann et al., 2015).
A faultline value of 1 would represent a classroom where all
possible subgroups are completely homogeneous with regards
to their gender (e.g., a classroom with only girls with German
background and boys with non-German background), a value of
0 would mean that no homogeneous subgroups exist. Indeed,
on average, classrooms were characterized by strong faultlines
(M = 0.97, SD = 0.04), which reflects a strong tendency for
clustering around gender and ethnicity.

Perceived Teacher Care
Children answered four items from the “Landauer Skalen für
Sozialklima” (Saldern and Littig, 1987) regarding their perception
of how sensitive and caring their teacher interacted with them
(i.e., “The teacher comforts me if something is wrong,” “The
teacher cares about me when I have trouble following the
lesson,” “The teacher has enough time for me,” “The teacher
helps me when I have problems with other students in my

class”). The subscale was created in accordance with the concepts
of teacher support (van Ryzin et al., 2009) and teacher care
(Gasser et al., 2018). Students answered each item on a 4-point
Likert-scale (1 = “not at all,” 4 = “very much”), ω = 0.70,
M = 2.45, SD= 0.57.

Data Analytic Strategy
Peer ratings of students were analyzed within a dyadic social
network approach, whereby we studied each students’ personal
network. In these analyses, the focus of interest lies on the
valued tie (i.e., the rating of the relationship) between the ego
(i.e., the student who is rating their classmates) and the alters
(i.e., the classmates who are rated) (see Figure 1). As each child
rated each of his or her classmates, the ratings of the students
were not independent on each other. Therefore, and in line
with previous work (e.g., Snijders and Bosker, 1999; Vermunt
and Kalmijn, 2006; de Miguel Luken and Tranmer, 2010), we
analyzed personal networks within a multilevel framework. This
procedure allows to disentangle ego effects, alter effects, and the
relative characteristics of ego and alter (i.e., whether ego and alter
have the same ethnicity) (de Miguel Luken and Tranmer, 2010).
Specifically, we were interested in whether students’ average
ratings of their classmates depended on their and their classmates’
ethnicity. Moreover, we analyzed whether these peer ratings
depended on classroom faultlines and perceived teacher care.
Therefore, the data spanned three levels: the peer ratings that a
child gave, the child who gave the ratings (i.e., the ego) and the
classroom of the child (see Figure 1).

We followed the modeling approach suggested by de Miguel
Luken and Tranmer (2010), whereby we initially tested if there
were significant differences between the ratings of the individual
children and the average ratings in the classrooms. A model with
random intercepts at the individual and the classroom level fit

FIGURE 1 | Study design: Personal network of ego with the ties between ego and their classmates as dependent variable. A tie reflects a rating of a student for a

classmate of how much the child would like to sit next to them (1 = not at all, 4 = very much so). Ties are analyzed with regard to the ethnicity of ego and their

classmates (German vs. non-German background) and characteristics of the classroom (i.e., ethnic diversity, faultlines, and teacher care).
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the data best (1
χ
2
1
= 25.17, p < 0.001). Differences between

classrooms explained five percent of the total variance in peer
ratings while differences between children explained 52% of the
total variance. In a next step, we added the characteristics of
the ego (i.e., sex and ethnicity of the child who is giving the
rating), the alter (i.e., sex and ethnicity of the child who is being
rated), and the respective dyadic match (i.e., do ego and alter
have the same sex? Do ego and alter have the same ethnicity?).
Next, we entered the contextual variables (diversity, faultlines,
and perceived teacher care) followed by their interactions with
the dyadic match terms, whereby we first entered the 2-way
interactions followed by the hypothesized 3-way interaction (see
Figure 1). As we were interested in how individual perceptions of
students’ relationships with their class teacher shape their dyadic
social networks, perceived teacher care was included at the level
of the individual.

As the dependent variable of this study was a single item (i.e.,
“How much would you like to sit next to this student?”), the
preconditions of normally distributed error terms for multilevel
models were not met (Gelman and Hill, 2006). To consider
the scale of the dependent variable, we used ordinal multilevel
models and tested our analysis with cumulative linkmodels of the
ordinal package (Christensen, 2018a) in R (R Development Core

Team, 2019). Cumulative link models assume that the response
variable is ordinal and that any observation Yi falls within a
category j = 1 to J categories (Christensen, 2018b). For our
analysis, the model estimated the probability of how likely an
observation falls into a category that is smaller than or equal
to the values from 1 to 4 as a function of the predictors. Based
on the combination of predictors, the respective combination of
estimated effects can be expressed as a latent variable. Higher
values of this latent variable reflect a smaller probability that a
category falls within a category that is equal to or smaller than j.
In other words, higher values represent higher probabilities that
children positively evaluated their peers. More information on
cumulative link models can be found in the Supplementary File

(see S0).

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses: Ethnic and Gender

Homophily in Early Adolescents’ Peer

Ratings
In a first step, we examined whether peer ratings depended on
ethnicity and gender. Table 1 (step 1) shows the model that

TABLE 1 | Results of the multilevel cumulative link models predicting students’ inclusion preferences (N = 23,727 peer ratings by 1,299 early adolescents in 70

classrooms).

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4

γ (SE) γ (SE) γ (SE) γ (SE)

FIXED EFFECTS LEVEL 2: EGO ATTRIBUTES

Sex (0 = male) −0.11 (0.06)† −0.10 (0.06) −0.10 (0.06)† −0.10 (0.06)†

Ethnicity (0 = German) 0.13 (0.07)† −0.20 (0.03)*** 0.05 (0.07) 0.06 (0.07)

FIXED EFFECTS LEVEL 2: ALTER ATTRIBUTES

Sex (0 = male) −0.20 (0.03)*** 0.09 (0.07) −0.20 (0.03)*** −0.20 (0.03)***

Ethnicity (0 = German) −0.54 (0.04)*** −0.54 (0.04)*** −0.57 (0.04)*** −0.57 (0.04)***

DYADIC MATCH OF ALTER AND EGO

Dyadic: Same sex 2.18 (0.03)*** 2.17 (0.03)*** 2.17 (0.03)*** 2.17 (0.03)***

Dyadic: Same ethnicity 0.26 (0.04)*** 0.27 (0.04)*** 0.21 (0.04)*** 0.22 (0.04)***

FIXED EFFECTS LEVEL 3: CLASSROOM ATTRIBUTES

Gender diversity 1.14 (0.85) 1.14 (0.85) 1.18 (0.86)

Ethnic diversity 1.12 (0.03)*** 0.58 (0.31)† 0.60 (0.31)†

Faultlines 1.29 (0.47)** 0.87 (0.52)† 0.89 (0.52)†

Teacher care 0.18 (0.05)*** 0.26 (0.07)*** 0.33 (0.07)***

Teacher care * ethnic diversity −0.67 (0.45)

Teacher care * faultlines 0.61 (0.70)

DYADIC MATCH OF ALTER AND EGO AND CLASSROOM ATTRIBUTES

Dyadic: Ethnic diversity * same ethnicity 0.85 (0.24)*** 0.82 (0.24)***

Dyadic: Faultlines * same ethnicity 0.76 (0.38)* 0.78 (0.38)*

Dyadic: Teacher care * same ethnicity −0.12 (0.06)* −0.19 (0.06)**

Dyadic: Teacher care * same ethnicity*ethnic diversity 0.65 (0.41)

Dyadic: Teacher care * same ethnicity*faultlines −1.75 (0.62)**

AIC 49699.43 47635.81 47623.92

Cond. H 88 8400 8200

The variables gender diversity, ethnic diversity, faultlines, and teacher care were mean-centered.
†
p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, two-tailed.
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contains characteristics of the ego, characteristics of the alter
and the dyadic information about gender and ethnic match. The
results showed that, on average, German students had a higher
probability of receiving more favorable ratings as compared to
students with non-German background. Additionally, girls were
less likely than boys to receive favorable peer ratings. Moreover,
the results (see Table 1, step 1) point to ethnic and gender
homophily. Fourth graders with the same ethnicity and with the
same gender preferred to sit next to each other. Thus, in line with
prior findings (e.g., Veenstra and Dijkstra, 2011), dyadic gender
match was included as a control variable in our model3. In a next
step, we added gender diversity, ethnic diversity, faultlines, and
perceived teacher care to the model.

Preliminary Analyses: Ethnic Homophily

and Ethnic Diversity
When analyzing faultlines, it is recommended by Lau and
Murnighan (2005) to control for the diversity attributes included
in the faultline measure. Thus, we included ethnic diversity and
the interaction of ethnic diversity and ethnic dyadic match in
all analyses. When looking at ethnic diversity, it is interesting
to note that higher levels of ethnic diversity in classrooms were
positively associated with a higher probability to rate classmates
positively—when the dyadic composition was not taken into
account. However, the results showed that same ethnic dyads
had a higher probability to prefer each other in classrooms with
higher ethnic diversity as compared to classrooms with lower
ethnic diversity. Post-hoc tests4 revealed that this difference was
significant, z = 5.12, p < 0.001. Moreover, in classrooms with
higher ethnic diversity, peer ratings were significantly higher for
same ethnic dyads than for interethnic dyads, z = 16.74, p <

0.001. These interaction patterns are displayed in Figure 2.

Ethnic Homophily and Faultline Strength
To test our first hypothesis that faultlines are related to increasing
ethnic homophily (Hypothesis 1), we added the interaction of
faultlines x dyadic ethnic match to the previous model. The
significant interaction (seeTable 1, step 3) is shown in Figure 3A.
Same-ethnic dyads had a higher probability to prefer each other
in classrooms with strong faultlines—as compared to classrooms
with weak faultlines. Post-hoc tests revealed that this difference
was significant, z = 3.28 p= 0.006.

Ethnic Homophily and Perceived Teacher

Care
In line with Hypothesis 2a, perceived teacher care was positively
related to students’ peer ratings (see Table 1, step 2). Moreover,
as assumed in hypothesis 2b, perceived teacher care moderated
the relation between faultline strength and ethnic homophily (see
Table 1, step 3). Figure 3B demonstrates that there was a stronger

3In order to control for the possibility that children with the same ethnicity

and same gender would be more likely to prefer each other, we included

this information in an alternative model. However, as this interaction was not

significant, we did not control for same gender and same ethnicity homophily in

the final model.
4We conducted post-hoc tests with the lsmeans-package in R (Lenth and Hervé,

2015) and adjusted for multiple comparisons by using the Tukey method.

FIGURE 2 | Students’ ratings of their classmates (“How much would you like

to sit next to X?”) for interethnic and same-ethnic dyads and classrooms with

weak vs. strong ethnic diversity. The latent variable represents the probability

for choosing higher categories.

homophily effect when students perceived their teacher as low
caring. Post-hoc tests showed that students rated same-ethnic
classmates significantly more positively compared to classmates
with a different ethnicity, z= 15.50, p< 0.001, when teacher care
was low. However, even when teacher care was high, students
showed a significant preference for same-ethnic classmates as
compared to interethnic dyads, z= 13.32, p< 0.001. Importantly,
in this condition, peer ratings were on average more positive
rather than when teachers were perceived as low caring. In
addition, when looking at peer ratings that classmates received
in mixed dyads, there was a significant difference between low
and high teacher care, such as peer ratings for interethnic dyads
were significantly more positive when teacher care was high,
z = 3.88, p < 0.001. Taken together, Hypothesis 2b was partially
supported, as on one hand the results still showed a pattern of
ethnic homophily even if teacher care was high, but on the other
hand, ethnically mixed dyads were more positively evaluated
when students perceived their teacher as caring.

Finally, in order to test whether teacher care moderated the
relation between ethnic homophily and faultlines (Hypothesis 3),
we included the interaction term dyadic ethnic match x faultlines
x teacher care to the previous model (see Table 1, step 4).
The results showed a significant three-way interaction, revealing
that teacher care and faultlines mattered for how students in
same and mixed-ethnic dyads evaluated each other. Figure 4
displays that in classrooms with strong faultlines and high teacher
care, students still rated same-ethnic dyads as more positive as
compared to interethnic dyads, z = 9.23, p < 0.001. However,
the homophily effect in classrooms with strong faultlines was
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FIGURE 3 | (A) Students’ ratings of their classmates (“How much would you like to sit next to X?”) for interethnic and same-ethnic dyads and classrooms with weak

vs. strong faultlines. The latent variable represents the probability for choosing higher categories. (B) Students’ ratings of their classmates (“How much would you like

to sit next to X?”) for interethnic and same-ethnic dyads and classrooms with low vs. high teacher care. The latent variable represents the probability for choosing

higher categories.
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smaller compared to when teacher care was low, where the effect
was, z = 14.23, p < 0.001. Moreover, students showed more
in-group bias in classrooms with strong faultlines as compared
to classrooms with weak faultlines when teacher care was low,
z = 3.64, p= 0.007, while this was not the case when teacher care
was high, z = 1.64, p = 0.726. Importantly, in classrooms with
strong faultlines, early adolescents showed a higher preference
for interethnic dyads if teacher care was high compared to
when teacher care was low, z = 3.93, p = 0.002. In contrast,
in classrooms with weak faultlines, there were no significant
differences regarding pupils’ preference for interethnic dyads for
students who perceived high vs. low teacher care, z = 2.62,
p = 0.148 (see Figure 4). Taken together, these findings provide
support for Hypothesis 3, that high teacher care plays a protective
role for negative effects of faultlines, although it cannot dissolve
in-group bias.

Drivers of Ethnic Homophily: Who Is

Choosing Whom?
We were particularly interested to find out whether ethnic
majority group students expressed higher in-group bias than
ethnic minority group students. Therefore, we conducted
separate exploratory analyses including the dyadic match by ego
interaction terms to the model (e.g., do German pupils rate
classmates with a German background more positively relative to
interethnic dyads? And similarly, do students with a non-German
background rate non-German classmates more positively relative
to interethnic dyads?). For these analyses, we created a factorial
variable that expressed if both students were either of German or
non-German background, or if the dyads were ethnically mixed.

The results (for details, see the Supplementary File 2)
indicated that students with a German background expressed
more in-group bias than students with a non-German
background (nGb): While German students favored German
students over interethnic dyads, nGb students rated nGb students
less positively relative to interethnic dyads. Furthermore, the
preference for ethnic homophily among students with a German
background was stronger in classrooms with stronger faultline
strength as compared to classrooms with weak faultlines, z= 3.10
p = 0.024 (see Figure 5). Even when perceiving high teacher
care, German students still expressed in-group bias, z = 12.22,
p < 0.001. However, this difference was smaller compared to
when teacher care was low, z = 14.97, p < 0.001. In addition,
further supporting Hypothesis 2b, students in interethnic dyads
showed more positive peer ratings when teacher care was high
as compared to when teacher care was low, z = 4.02, p < 0.001
(see Supplementary Figure 3). Lastly, the post-hoc contrasts
revealed a trend that German students showed more in-group
bias (i.e., relative to interethnic dyads) in classrooms with strong
faultlines as compared to classrooms with weak faultlines when
teacher care was low, z = 3.20, p = 0.060. However, this result
did not reach statistical significance and requires replication
in future studies. Lastly, when teacher care was high, students
with a German background did not express more in-group
bias in classrooms with strong faultlines, z = 1.89, p = 0.764.
Importantly, in classrooms with strong faultlines, ethnically

mixed dyads were rated significantly more positively when
teacher care was high as compared to when it was low, z = 3.91,
p = 0.005 (see Figure 6). These findings therefore provide
additional support for Hypothesis 3.

Taken together, the more detailed explorative analyses further
show that in-group bias was driven by German students and
intensified by strong faultlines. In these classrooms, perceived
teacher care had a protective effect, particularly since mixed
ethnic dyads were rated more positively.

DISCUSSION

By combining ego-networks with a multilevel model for a
fine-grained analysis of effects of classroom composition and
teacher care, the current study allowed for new insights about
driving forces involved in ethnic homophily. The current work
demonstrates that contact opportunities in ethnically diverse
classrooms do not necessarily go along with a higher desire for
contact. This finding resonates well with previous work that
found strong effects of ethnic homophily (e.g., Strohmeier, 2012;
Bagci et al., 2014; Graham et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2014).
The novel findings of the study point to the important role
teachers play in shaping social relationships among ethnically
diverse students: Fourth graders who perceived their teacher
as supportive and caring were more positive toward mixed
ethnic dyads and this was particularly the case in classrooms
with stronger faultlines (i.e., stronger overlap of ethnicity and
gender), where ethnic homophily was most salient. We build our
discussion of potential explanations for this central finding on
the analysis of how ethnic minority and majority group students
rated their peers, as one of the novel aspects of this research
was the joint investigation of students from ethnic minority
and majority groups within dyadic social networks. Therefore,
we discuss differential findings depending on social status with
regards to diversity and faultlines in particular. Investigating
faultline in the context of ethnically diverse classrooms, we
were able to demonstrate how the intersectionality of different
diversity attributes may negatively affect intergroup interactions
in the school context.

Ethnic Homophily: The Role of Group

Status
How ethnicity is evaluated is expressed and shaped through
early adolescents’ interactions with peers (Verkuyten, 2016;
Leszczensky et al., 2019). During the transition to early
adolescence, the meaning of ethnicity is explored, rendering
ethnic identity salient (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). Hence,
increasing ethnic homophily in friendship selection represents
students’ increased need for a shared social identity (Wilson
and Rodkin, 2011; Strohmeier, 2012; Bagci et al., 2014; Graham,
2018). These affiliation processes may be different, depending on
early adolescents’ social status. In the current study, adolescents
from the German majority group showed a stronger preference
for ethnic homophily as compared to mixed ethnic dyads than
the non-German minority group. Many previous studies have
shown that ethnic majority group children are more likely to
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FIGURE 4 | Students’ ratings of their classmates (“How much would you like to sit next to X?”) for interethnic and same-ethnic dyads, depending on faultline strength,

and teacher care. The latent variable represents the probability for choosing higher categories.

rate their ethnic in-group peers more positively than ethnic out-
groups (e.g., Strohmeier et al., 2006; Vervoort et al., 2011), and
have a stronger tendency to affiliate with same-ethnic peers than
with peers from different ethnicities (Hamm et al., 2005).

In particular, ethnic majority groups were less open to

cross-ethnic boundaries. In contrast, students with non-German

background rated interethnic dyads with German students

more positively compared other non-German classmates. Thus,

German students received higher ratings overall, representing
ethnic-hierarchy in the classroom. Ethnic hierarchy means that
ethnic groups with a high social status in society hold a high
status in the classroom (Jackson et al., 2006; Schachner et al.,
2015). Ethnic minority group students may be aware of such
status differences and may want to affiliate with higher status
groups, reflecting their higher positiveness toward majority
group classmates (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Brown and Bigler,
2002). In line with this idea, prior studies found that ethnic
minority children are more likely to report peers from ethnic
majority groups as friends (e.g., Verkuyten andMartinovic, 2006;
Vermeij et al., 2009; Schachner et al., 2015). Taken together, the
results further strengthen previous evidence that the majority
group seems to be the one to decide whether cross-group
interactions and friendships occur (e.g., Schwarzenthal et al.,
2017).

Ethnic Homophily: The Role of Ethnic

Diversity and Faultlines
When considering the direct effect of ethnic diversity and
faultlines, there seemed to be a positive effect on peer relations in
the classroom. However, when looking at the dyadic intergroup
level, these average positive effects were due to higher levels
of ethnic homophily among German majority group members.
Consequently, the present study highlights that effects of
diversity should not neglect the dyadic level of intergroup
interactions. With increasing ethnic diversity and stronger
faultlines in particular, the power and higher status of ethnic
majority group studentsmay be perceived as compromised which
could lead to a higher need for in-group affiliation. In order to
keep the ability to control resources of the peer group, majority
group students may become less open to cross-ethnic peers.
Studies testing the ethnic competition theory have shown that
increasing numbers of minority group students were associated
with more negative peer relations and higher homophily among
ethnic majority group students (Kawabata and Crick, 2008;
Vervoort et al., 2011; Wilson and Rodkin, 2011; Durkin et al.,
2012; Bagci et al., 2014).

The current study focused on gender-ethnicity faultlines,
whereby both, ethnic and gender homophily revealed strong
effects. When both categories align, demarcation of group
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FIGURE 5 | Students’ ratings of their classmates (“How much would you like to sit next to X?”) for interethnic, non-German—non-German background, and

German—German background dyads and classrooms with weak vs. strong faultlines. The latent variable represents the probability for choosing higher categories.

boundaries may be more salient to students, rendering ethnicity
more salient. Moreover, stronger group boundaries may predict
higher levels of perceived threat among majority group students
(Turner et al., 1987; Thijs and Verkuyten, 2014), which in
turn negatively relates to peer interactions (Duffy and Nesdale,
2008). To date, faultlines have not been investigated in classroom
settings; however, research in organizational contexts has shown
that when teams are divided into subgroups on the basis
of identity-related attributes such as gender and ethnicity,
group tensions between subgroups increase (Li and Hambrick,
2005; Carton and Cummings, 2013). Therefore, the findings
of the current study suggest that it is important to consider
multiple aspects of diversity and their intersection when studying
classroom social relations. In classrooms with strong faultlines,
students ofminority groupsmay havemore limited opportunities
to be accepted by peers. Limited evidence on the intersectionality
of gender and ethnicity revealed that students from multiple
minority groups may have a higher risk for exclusion because the
pressure to conform to the characteristics of the “average student”
increases (Vervoort et al., 2011; Ghavami and Peplau, 2012;
Juvonen, 2017). Accordingly, the majority group students in the
current study expressed more in-group bias in classrooms with

stronger faultlines while minority group students’ peer ratings
depended less on faultlines. Regardless of faultline strength,
these students preferred dyads with German students relative
to other students with non-German background. This finding
may reflect that minority group students cannot afford to avoid
majority group students (Leszczensky et al., 2018). However, it
is in contrast to previous work that found more bullying and
fights of ethnic minority group students when their numbers
increased (e.g., Jackson et al., 2006; Vervoort et al., 2011). It
is possible that there would be different effects for different
subgroups of the non-German ethnic minority group (e.g., when
investigating different nationalities or subcultures); however, due
to limited numbers associated with limited statistical power, we
could not distinguish between specific minority groups, which is
an important area for future research.

The central finding of this study was that negative associations
between faultlines and students’ peer relations were less
pronounced when perceived teacher care was high. Moreover,
when students perceived their teacher as high in care, there
was no difference in the magnitude of in-group bias between
classrooms with weaker and stronger faultlines. Instead, peer
ratings were generally higher. In contrast, when teacher care
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FIGURE 6 | Students’ ratings of their classmates (“How much would you like to sit next to X?”) for interethnic, non-German—non-German background, and

German—German background dyads, depending on faultline strength and teacher care. The latent variable represents the probability for choosing higher categories.

was low, in-group bias was higher in classrooms with stronger
than weaker faultlines. Hence, classroom composition did not
matter as much for interethnic peer relations, when teachers
were perceived as supportive and caring. This study therefore
adds novel insights to the discussion of interethnic relations
in ethnically diverse school classes that particularly highlight
the competencies of teachers for students’ inclusion (Thijs and
Verkuyten, 2012; Geerlings et al., 2017; Juvonen et al., 2019).

The Role of Perceived Teacher Care for

Interethnic Peer Relations
When students perceived their teacher as highly caring and
supportive, they were more open toward mixed-ethnic dyads
(i.e., rated students of different ethnicity more favorably). This
finding was significant above and beyond the effect that students
were generally more positive toward their peers when perceiving
high teacher care. By analyzing interethnic relations at the dyadic
level, it was possible to disentangle these effects. Moreover, the
analyses showed that ethnic homophily was still present, but
weaker when teachers were perceived as high in care. This may
be a consequence of the high significance of ethnic identity
exploration and increasing attention to the intergroup peer world
during early adolescence (Strohmeier, 2012; Umaña-Taylor et al.,
2014). There are multiple explanations for the effects of teacher
care, which can be explored in future longitudinal work.

First, it is possible that openness for cross-ethnic interactions
(i.e., for choosing a seating partner from the ethnic minority or
majority group) may be a result of emotional security provided

in positive teacher-student relationships. Research in classrooms
based on attachment theory shows that students who are
securely attached to their teacher are more confident to master
challenging situations and taking risks in peer interactions,
as they trust their teacher would help and support if needed
(Gest and Rodkin, 2011; Luckner and Pianta, 2011; Thijs
and Fleischmann, 2015). There is some previous support with

regards to intergroup situations, whereby students who perceived

higher closeness to their teacher reported higher motivation
for intercultural openness (i.e., to engage with cross-ethnic

peers), which in turn predicted more positive out-group attitudes
among ethnic majority group students (Geerlings et al., 2017).

In addition, relationship security can reduce perceived out-group
threat (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2001). Students who perceive

their teacher as caring could have fewer negative expectations

for cross-group interactions, rendering such interactions less
threatening. In line with this idea, perceived teacher care was

particularly relevant in classrooms with stronger faultlines, where

group boundaries and threat may have been more salient. Thus,

teachers may have an important role in facilitating perceived
security of group relations, particularly when group boundaries
are highly salient.

In addition to providing relational security, teachers can also
shape peer ecologies through their interactions with students
(McAuliffe et al., 2009; Audley-Piotrowski et al., 2015; Farmer
et al., 2019). In caring teacher-student relationships, students
feel respected, supported, and valued by the teacher (Doll et al.,
2004). Therefore, it is plausible that students who perceived
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high care received positive messages from their teacher, which
in turn serves as a reference for other students about the social
value of that specific student (e.g., Mikami et al., 2010, 2012;
Hughes and Chen, 2011; Hendrickx et al., 2016). With regards
to interethnic relations, teachers have power to positively shape
the perceptions of minority and majority group students by
communicating their social value (i.e., through praise; Hughes
et al., 2001) and by disconfirming negative stereotypes and
repairing negative reputations of students (Mikami et al., 2010;
Juvonen et al., 2019). Peers are highly sensitive to cues about
whether to judge a peer as deviant and toward potential conflicts
of specific students with their teacher (Mikami et al., 2010).
From an intergroup perspective, such negative interactions with
the teachers may add to intergroup conflict in classrooms by
perpetuating negative stereotypes about out-group students (e.g.,
when a minority group student is often disciplined by the teacher
and seen as disruptive; Bigler and Liben, 2007; Juvonen et al.,
2019). In addition, negative interactions may increase attention
to the group level, which in turn is associated with higher in-
group bias (Brown and Bigler, 2002; Thijs and Verkuyten, 2012).
In line with this reasoning, ethnic homophily was much higher
when perceived teacher care was low.

Some authors have argued that interactions of majority group
teachers with minority group students may serve as a form
of extended intergroup contact (i.e., observing how an in-
group member positively interacts with out-group members;
Thijs, 2017). Positive intergroup contact may facilitate trust and
other positive emotions, which can transfer from the teacher
to other out-group members (i.e., out-group students). There is
some support with regards to ethnic minority group students
(Thijs and Verkuyten, 2012), whereby these students expressed
more positive attitudes toward the majority group in relatively
segregated classrooms, if they perceived more closeness to their
majority group teacher. In contrast, in the current study minority
group students’ peer ratings were less affected by teacher care
than those of majority group students. When teacher care
was high, students with non-German background were equally
positive toward mixed and non-German dyads; when minority
group students perceived teacher care as low, they rated peers
more negatively, independent of their ethnicity. The current
study did not assess the ethnicity of class teachers and can
therefore not investigate whether the effects of perceived teacher
care could be due to extended contact. However, perceived
teacher care was generally related to more positive peer relations
and more positive ratings of mixed-ethnic dyads; therefore,
teachers’ ethnicity may be less relevant than their behavior.

The general positive effect of perceived teacher care may
be explained by a general positive peer climate. Teacher-child
relationships have been discussed as important antecedents of
students’ peer acceptance and prosocial behavior (e.g., Hughes
et al., 2001; Mikami et al., 2012; Sette et al., 2019). In
particular, the relationship quality of students with their teacher
longitudinally predicts classroom social hierarchies (Cappella
and Neal, 2012). If classrooms are characterized by hierarchies,
it is more likely that certain students are excluded (Schäfer et al.,
2005; Mikami et al., 2010; Hendrickx et al., 2016). In contrast, if
teachers provide higher emotional support to students, students

are more likely to form reciprocal friendships (Gest and Rodkin,
2011). Hence, accepting classroom climates facilitate positive
peer relations, whereby students have positive role models for
dealing with diversity (Hendrickx et al., 2016; Thijs, 2017; Farmer
et al., 2019). By treating all students equally positive, teachers
communicate value of diversity and promote classroom norms
of equality and acceptance. Such norms in turn are related to
higher acceptance and less discrimination of minority group
students (Verkuyten and Thijs, 2002; Sanders and Downer, 2012;
Benner andGraham, 2013; Schwarzenthal et al., 2017).Moreover,
by establishing that everyone is treated equally, existing power
imbalances among different ethnicities present in the classroom
may be reduced (Schwarzenthal et al., 2017; Juvonen et al.,
2019). Such effects are more apparent at the classroom level;
whereby usually teachers’ emotional support toward all students
is observed. The current study focused specifically on individual
perceptions of teacher-student relationships since the aim was to
investigate how specific perceptions of students from minority
and majority groups relate to their peer ratings. Still, individual
perceptions of students are longitudinally predicted by observed
emotional support (Gasser et al., 2018) and may therefore be
higher when students perceive high teacher support. Given
the importance of teachers for interethnic classroom dynamics,
future research could determine differential effects of emotional
support at the classroom level (i.e., observations), teachers’
perceptions, and student perceptions on interethnic relations
in the classroom. Moreover, how emotional teacher support
relates to other practices that foster inclusion (e.g., multicultural
education, inclusive school norms) is another important area for
future research.

Limitations
The study focused on students’ ratings of each other as potential
seating neighbors. Although such peer ratings are proxies for
desired, sustained, and close contacts (seating neighbors in
4th grade spend a lot of time next to each other), the study
cannot generate assumptions about cross-group friendships,
prejudice or discrimination. Still, investigating social interactions
is important, since a recent study showed similar patterns and
effect sizes of ethnic homophily for social interactions and
friendships (Fortuin et al., 2014). Ethnic homophily does not
necessarily imply negative classroom relations; however, when
students choose to affiliate only with same-ethnic peers, they
withhold friendship opportunities and shared positive feelings
from them (Juvonen et al., 2019). In order to better understand
interethnic classroom dynamics, future longitudinal work could
expand our cross-sectional findings and combine different
aspects of dyadic peer relations with individual perceptions
about classroom relations (e.g., perceived discrimination or
school belonging).

Another limitation of this study was that we did not have
enough power to answer our research questions with regards
to contextual predictors of dyadic peer ratings for different
groups of ethnic minority students. In particular, different
subgroups of ethnic minority group students may have rated each
other differently, leading to lower average in-group bias among
minority group students. Ethnic identity may be particularly
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relevant for ethnic minority group students (e.g., Leszczensky
et al., 2019).

Therefore, it is possible that minority group students
distinguished themselves from otherminority groups (Verkuyten
and Thijs, 2010). Since this study cannot test assumptions about
specific minority subgroups, future research could focus on a
detailed analysis of ethnic identification and group dynamics
for specific minority groups within different classroom contexts.
This could provide additional insights into the role of teachers for
specific minority groups, as previous evidence shows differential
effects of teachers depending on the minority groups studied
(Murray et al., 2008). Moreover, ethnic minority students may
identify with different social groups (i.e., based on their national
identity, migration background, the host country, or display
dual-identity configurations; Leszczensky et al., 2019). Thus,
future work could expand our findings that were based on
nationality and shed more light on the different types of ethnic
identification involved in peer processes, with a specific focus on
teacher characteristics.

Finally, as we were interested in how students’ peer ratings
depended on their own and their classmates’ ethnicity and on
classroom features (i.e., diversity, teacher care), we chose to
prioritize the possibility for analyzing valued ties in relation to
classroom features over the possibility to study the complete
social network. Thus, we were not able to control for structural
effects of the complete social network. It may be possible that
there could be structural network effects that limit or strengthen
opportunities for contact among students (e.g., Vermeij et al.,
2009). Thus, future work may focus on disentangling social
network processes, individual characteristics, and classroom
characteristics from a longitudinal perspective.

CONCLUSION

The findings of the current study provide new insights that
teacher-student relationships may be key to foster inclusion
among students in ethnically diverse classrooms—particularly
in situations in which ethnicity and gender form strong
faultlines. Although there was still ethnic homophily when
students perceived their teacher as highly supportive and
caring, they were more open to intergroup contacts, and
particularly when group boundaries were salient. Hence our
results support the assumption that teachers have a protective
role for preventing negative interethnic relations, which implies
strengthening the reflection of their influence on intergroup
peer ecologies. This may have long-term consequences on
students’ social development, since cross-group relations serve
as social capital (Juvonen et al., 2019), build intercultural
competence (Schwarzenthal et al., 2017) and are important forces
to combat prejudice and exclusion (Turner and Cameron, 2016).
Openness to diversity may build the foundation for sustained
positive peer-interactions, since the likelihood for choosing
cross-ethnic friends increases if students have one cross-ethnic
friend (Martinovic et al., 2011). Therefore, teachers have inherent

power in creating positive intergroup relations and dealing with
ethnic diversity.
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We focus on the inclusion of socially vulnerable early adolescents including students

with special education needs (SEN). Building from multiple intervention and randomized

control trials of a professional development model aimed at supporting teachers’

management of the classroom social context, we provide an overview of the

Behavioral, Academic, and Social Engagement (BASE) Model as a framework to

foster social inclusion. We briefly review the conceptual foundations of this model

and we present the delivery (i.e., directed consultation, the scouting report process)

and content (i.e., Academic Engagement Enhancement, Competence Enhancement

Behavior Management, Social Dynamics Management) components of BASE. We then

briefly discuss the intervention support needs of subtypes of socially vulnerable youth

and how these needs can be differentially addressed within the BASE framework.

Keywords: social inclusion, social dynamics, classroom management, students with special education needs,

socially vulnerable children

Many students are concerned about social difficulties during the late elementary and middle school
years (Graham et al., 2006; Rice et al., 2011). This is particularly true for early adolescents with
special education needs (SEN) who are at increased risk for peer rejection, social isolation, and
involvement in peer victimization (Frederickson and Furnham, 2004; Estell et al., 2009a; Sullivan
et al., 2015). The Behavioral, Academic, and Social Engagement (BASE) Model was developed as
a holistic, ecological classroom management approach that teachers can use to support socially
vulnerable youth during the transition to middle school. Our goal is to describe the application of
the BASE model for supporting the inclusion of distinct subtypes of students with SEN during the
late childhood and early adolescent school years.

We address five aims. We begin with an overview of the social inclusion of students with SEN.
Then, we build upon a person-in context dynamic systems perspective to describe the theoretical
foundations of the BASE model. Next, we summarize the intervention components and practice
elements of the BASEmodel and their linkages to key social development process variables typically
experienced by early adolescents. Building on research using latent profile analysis of interpersonal
competence, we discuss three distinct configurations or subtypes of socially vulnerable youth:
popular aggressive; passive; and low-adaptive (i.e., multi-risk). Finally, using these configurations
and associated adjustment factors as a guide, we illustrate how teachers can use the BASE model to
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adapt strategies and supports for each subtype. We focus on how
teachers need to be attuned not only to the differential needs of
sub-types of youth, but to also be aware that their management of
the classroom experience of students characterized by different
configurations may contribute to how subtypes of students
are perceived by their classmates and their corresponding
relationships and social roles in the peer ecology.

OVERVIEW OF THE SOCIAL INCLUSION

OF STUDENTS WITH SEN

Compared to youth who do not receive special education,
students with SEN have elevated rates of social difficulties. This
includes increased risk for involvement in bullying both as a
perpetrator and a victim (Blake et al., 2012; Chen et al., 2015;
Rose and Gage, 2017) as well as feeling as though they do not
belong in the classroom or school (Sullivan et al., 2015; Chen
et al., 2019; Musetti et al., 2019). In addition, higher proportions
of students with SEN are socially isolated (i.e., not a member
of a peer group: Pijl et al., 2008; Farmer et al., 2011) or are not
well liked by peers (i.e., rejected sociometric status: Estell et al.,
2008; Pijl and Frostad, 2010; Bossaert et al., 2015). Further, of the
students with SEN who are members of peer groups, many tend
to affiliate with classmates who share their social difficulties and
who may support and sustain their social problems (Estell et al.,
2009a; Farmer et al., 2011; Banks et al., 2018).

Although, as a group, students with SEN are socially
vulnerable and are at increased risk for poor inclusion in
the classroom community, there is considerable variability in
the social experiences of subtypes of youth with disabilities.
For example, students with SEN are a socially heterogeneous
group and are represented in a range of profiles and patterns
of involvement in bullying including low or no involvement,
decreasing involvement, and increasing involvement (e.g., Chen
et al., 2015; Winters et al., 2020). Also, although students
with SEN have elevated rates of low acceptance most do not
have rejected status and many have positive social roles and
reputations in the peer system (Stone and La Greca, 1990;
Juvonen and Bear, 1992; Estell et al., 2008). Further, although
10–20% of students with SEN are socially isolated, the majority
are members of peer groups and have close friendships that, in
some cases, appear to support their adjustment in school (Pearl
et al., 1998; Estell et al., 2009b). Using person-oriented analytic
approaches, subtypes of youth, including students with SEN,
have been identified who have distinct interpersonal competence
patterns (ICPs) on teacher ratings of their academic, behavioral,
and social functioning (Farmer et al., 1999; Chen et al., 2019).
In turn, these ICPs are associated with different levels of school
belonging and social experiences in inclusive classroom settings.

Variability in the inclusive experiences of students with SEN
appears to reflect the interplay between the characteristics of
students with SEN, the characteristics of the broader social
system, the relationship and interactions of students with school
adults, and the general functioning of the classroom ecology
(Farmer et al., 2018c; Hymel and Katz, 2019; Juvonen et al., 2019).
Building from a person-in-context dynamic systems perspective,

it is possible to develop approaches in which teachers are attuned
to the general classroom social dynamics and the experiences
of students with SEN (Farmer et al., 2019). A person-in-context
dynamic systems framework is critical for understanding how
the academic, behavioral, and social experiences of students in
the classroom come together to contribute to the social inclusion
of students with SEN and their relations with their classmates.
In turn, this information can be leveraged into a systematic
approach for managing effective inclusive classroom ecologies.

A PERSON-IN-CONTEXT DYNAMIC

SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE OF INCLUSION

Social inclusion is not simply a process of putting students with
SEN in the same general education classroom with peers who do
not have SEN. On the contrary, social inclusion involves fostering
the adaptive interplay between youth and contexts. This person-
in-context perspective involves the integration of ecological and
dynamic systems theories of youth development.

From an ecological-systems perspective, students are
embedded in nested social systems including: the microsystem
(i.e., proximal social settings, social roles, and relationships); the
mesosystem (i.e., the interrelations among the major proximal
social settings of the student); the exosystem (i.e., formal
and informal social structure that do not directly contain
the student, but influence the student’s experiences); and the
macrosystem (i.e., overall institutional structures including
legal, political, and cultural factors that contribute to the other
systems: Bronfenbrenner, 1977). From a dynamic systems
perspective, youth develop as an integrated whole by engaging
with these various ecological subsystems. Reflecting the concept
of a system, the characteristics of individual students (e.g.,
biophysical, behavioral, cognitive, psychological, self-regulatory)
are bidirectionally linked to each other and to the contexts in
which they are embedded (e.g., family, peer group, classroom,
school, community, culture, sociopolitical structures) such that
they influence each other as they coactively contribute to the
moment-to-moment functioning and adaptation of the student
(Bronfenbrenner, 1996; Cairns, 2000; Smith and Thelen, 2003).

A person-in-context perspective is critical for understanding
the complexity of social inclusion. Because individual and
ecological factors operate together as a system, they tend to
constrain each other and promote stability in patterns of behavior
and functioning (Magnusson and Cairns, 1996). This means that
efforts to change one factor (e.g., the student’s social behavior,
how peers perceive and treat classmates who are different from
themselves) are likely to have a modest and short-lived impact
if other factors (i.e., correlated constraints) do not change in
corresponding ways (Cairns and Cairns, 1994; Farmer et al.,
2021). In the classroom setting, moment-to-moment activities
and interactions contribute to each student’s overall experiences
and functioning. There are three correlated domains of school
functioning that are key for the inclusion of students with
SEN in the classroom community: academic, behavioral, and
social. Accordingly, building from a dynamic person-in-context
perspective, it is beneficial for teachers to manage the classroom
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ecology in ways that approach academic instruction, behavior
support, and social engagement as an integrated system of
correlated factors.

The direct intervention activities that teachers are most likely
to engage in involve micro- and macro-ecological systems.
Accordingly, the interventions outlined in this paper focus on
more proximal ecological factors. However, exo- and macro-
systems are equally important for effective intervention because
structural, cultural, and socio-political factors can strongly
impact social inclusion. To address the contributions or
constraints of exo- and macro-system factors, it is necessary to
have a dynamic and malleable professional development training
and support system to help tailor intervention strategies across
different communities and schools. This includes identifying the
strategies that are most likely to be effective in a particular setting
and guiding teachers in the adaptation of the practice elements of
evidence-based programs to the strengths, resources, and needs
of specific students, classrooms, schools, and communities.While
our discussion centers on strategies teachers use in the classroom,
we briefly describe professional development approaches (e.g.,
directed consultation, the scouting report) that intervention
or inclusion specialists can use to support general education
teachers as they work to effectively tailor strategies to the needs
of students and classrooms.

THE BEHAVIORAL, ACADEMIC, AND

SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT (BASE) MODEL

The BASE model was developed from research on classroom
social dynamics in elementary and middle schools as well as
intervention efforts to infuse a person-in-context dynamic
systems perspective into teachers’ management of the
instructional, behavioral, and social functioning of students
in moment-to-moment daily activities (see Farmer et al.,
2013, 2019 for reviews). BASE has been evaluated in multiple
small-scale randomized control trials involving two or more
schools during intervention development activities as well as
two large-scale cluster randomized trials (CRT) with 36 rural
schools across 10 states in one CRT and 24 metropolitan schools
across two states in a second CRT. Findings of these evaluations
suggest that teachers trained in the base model are more attuned
to classroom social dynamics and students’ social roles and
relationships (Farmer et al., 2010a; Hamm et al., 2011a), have
a greater sense of their efficacy to support students (Farmer
et al., 2010b), and are more likely to use positive instructional
and classroom management strategies and are less likely to use
reactive negative approaches (Motoca et al., 2014).

Collectively, evaluations of the BASE model suggest that
in schools in which teachers were trained in BASE strategies,
students were more likely to be productively engaged in the
classroom community and to have positive social experiences.
Academically and behaviorally struggling students were more
likely to perceive that the peer culture is supportive of positive
academic effort and acheivement (Hamm et al., 2014) and to
perceive that the classroom is supportive of them and that

they belong (Hamm et al., 2011a). Students with behavioral
risks in BASE classrooms were more likely to develop postive
peer affilations with prosocial classmates (Farmer et al., 2010b)
and students with SEN perceived less peer support for bullying
directed agianst them (Chen et al., 2015). Further, students
from racial and ethnic minorities tend to have more positive
experiences in BASE classrooms. Native American students in
BASE classrooms viewed the peer culture to be more supportive
of academic engagement and achievement and to be less socially
risky and they tended to have greater academic engagement and
demonstrated improvement in academic grades and test scores
(Hamm et al., 2010). Likewise, African American and Latino
youth in BASE schools reported less defiance toward teachers
and a greater willingness to protect peers from bullying (Dawes
et al., 2020) and they perceived less discrimination from peers or
teachers (Marraccini et al., under review).

The core of the BASE model is to be responsive to the
strengths, needs, and opportunities of students and teachers in
relation to cultural, ecological, and socio-political factors (e.g.,
meso-system) that impact the resources and expectations of
the school community (exosystem). To ensure that the BASE
model can be tailored to specific communities, schools, teachers,
and students, we use a professional development model known
as directed consultation (DC) and an ecological assessment
approach that is known as the Scouting Report. This work is
typically conducted by an intervention or inclusion specialist as
a resource to support general education teachers as they work to
promote and maintain an inclusive classroom environment.

Directed Consultation
Directed consultation (DC) is a professional development
and intervention support model designed to integrate practice
elements of evidence-based programs (EBPs) into daily
classroom activities (Farmer et al., 2013). Reflecting the need
to be responsive to exo- and meso-system factors, the DC
approach consists of four components that are conducted
in an iterative and recursive fashion to tailor strategies to
the specific features of students, classrooms, schools, and
communities. As outlined in Figure 1, the DC process involves
ongoing data collection; tailored general training; ongoing
support; and implementation consultation (Motoca et al., 2014;
Farmer et al., 2018b). The ongoing data collection component
involves observations, interviews, and data use consultation
to assess resources, strengths, needs, and current practices
(see the scouting report below). The tailored general training
component builds on information generated from the data
collection and using this data to guide a series of professional
development activities including workshops with tailored
content and relationship building strategies that focus on
matching practice elements of relevant EBPs to the resources,
needs, and strengths within the classroom or other focal
settings. The ongoing support component includes targeted
online modules that are designed to address specific areas of
need, the collection of implementation data, and guidance to
address issues in implementation such as difficulty with the
use of specific strategies, clarifying concerns about lack of
fidelity, and resolving potential mismatches between strategies,
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FIGURE 1 | The directed consultation process to facilitate social inclusion with the BASE model.

circumstances, and needs. The implementation consultation
component is a structured problem-solving process aimed
at tailoring assessments and interventions to specific issues,
circumstances, and contexts. These strategies are typically
conducted by an intervention or inclusion specialist who uses
local data and data collected in the scouting report process to
guide teachers in the adaptation of the practice elements of EBPs
to the circumstances that need to be addressed in the specific
context. Local data may include data on trends for key variables
related to students’ school functioning such as discipline, school
absences, academic performance, services received, involvement
in bullying, and other student school adjustment variables. These
data can be considered for individual students in relation to
students overall and students with SEN as well data linked to
individual teachers. This information can help to contextualize
the overall experiences of specific students as well as the support
needs of specific teachers.

The Scouting Report
The Scouting Report is a data collection approach designed to
operate within the directed consultation process to clarify the
general social functioning of the classroom or school, the values
and systems that are in place that contribute to the overall
climate and culture of the focal ecology, community strengths
and constraints, current teacher practices, resources and supports
available to the teacher, and the intervention support needs of
focal students (Farmer et al., 2016a). A major goal of the scouting

report is to link the practice elements of EBPs to developmental
leverage points and processes that are most likely to have an
impact in relation to the current ecology and circumstances
(Farmer et al., 2013, 2018b).

For the purposes of fostering social inclusion, it is helpful to
assess the general social dynamics in the classroom early in the
scouting report process (Farmer et al., 2019). This can involve a
variety of formal surveys and sociometric assessment procedures
to determine the social relations and social functioning of specific
students as well as the overall classroom (Farmer et al., 2012;
McKown, 2019). However, it is possible to gain actionable
information to guide the intervention adaptation process by
conducting: structured interviews; observations of the general
focal context; observations of synchronous social interactions
between focal students and other key players in the classroom;
and post-observation interviews to further clarify what was
observed (Farmer et al., 2016a, 2018a).

This work should be guided by the goal of assessing the overall
functioning of the peer system and clarifying patterns of social
synchrony (i.e., mutual support of each other’s behavior) between
the focal student, the teacher, students who are prominent and
powerful in the social system, and students who are socially
marginalized (Farmer et al., 2016b). The scouting report begins
with pre-observation interviews in which teachers, students, and
other stakeholders (e.g., principal, special education teacher)
are asked about how the student gets along with others in the
classroom including strengths and difficulties. This is followed by
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observations that focus on: the placement of the focal student in
the social ecology; the frequency and valence of the focal student’s
interactions with others; the teacher’s active management of the
social system; the identification of key social actors for the focal
student; and the observer’s impressions of the social processes
that appear to influence or impact the student (Farmer et al.,
2016a).

In addition, teachers are typically asked to keep weekly logs
of all the peer groups they are aware of in the classroom
(i.e., attunement) and to use this information to help guide
instructional and behavior management strategies by effectively
harnessing the power of peers in the intervention process
(Farmer et al., 2019). Often social dynamics management is not
the sole or primary intervention. Rather it tends to serve as a
context intervention that is designed to augment, complement,
and reinforce more explicit and individually focused social
interventions (Farmer et al., 2018c; Bierman and Sanders, 2021).
The goal is to help teachers become an “invisible hand” who
infuse their knowledge of social dynamics into the moment-
to-moment management of classroom activities in unobtrusive
ways that facilitate important experiences and opportunities for
children and youth who are socially vulnerable (Farmer et al.,
2018a).

The BASE Model Theory of Change
The BASE Model theory of change is shown in Figure 2. As
depicted by the bi-directional arrows at the top of the model,
the BASE social inclusion model involves four domains of school
functioning (i.e., the classroom functioning of students with
SEN, behavioral engagement, academic engagement, and social
engagement) that are linked to each other and that collectively
contribute to the adjustment and adaptation of students with
SEN and students who experience social difficulties. The fact
that these factors are linked in a dynamic system means that
teachers are not intervening with them in isolation. Rather,
as teacher engage in one domain they must be attuned to
and cognizant of the potential impact of their efforts on other
domains and they should also consider how each of the other
domains may constrain or influence their efforts on the focal
domain. With directed consultation, interventions specialists
provide professional development training that is tailored to the
context and that focuses on promoting teachers’ capacities to
facilitate students with SEN’s peer experiences and opportunities
as they manage the behavioral, academic, and social domains at
the individual student and classroom contexts levels. The goal
is for the teacher to provide appropriate supports at each of
these domains. Accordingly, the intervention specialist monitors
teachers’ implementation of needed strategies and collects data
on student functioning and changes in their capacity and
outcomes in relation to the use of specific strategies and the
impact of the classroom context. The BASE model is designed
so that the focus is not only doing everything in a lock-step
fashion. Rather the goal is to tailor strategies and supports to
the needs of the students, the characteristics of the context and
the capacities of the teachers. The three intervention components
of the BASE model are presented below individually but it is
expected that they are integrated in delivery and implementation

with the collective goal of enhancing the classroom functioning
of students with SEN and students with or at-risk of social
adjustment difficulties.

Academic Engagement Enhancement
How teachers interact with and engage students in instruction
not only has an academic impact, it also contributes to students’
peer relations and their social identity (Vollet et al., 2017; Hymel
and Katz, 2019). Peer relations and peer cultures contribute
to students’ academic motivation, their academic effort, and
their sense of belonging in the classroom (Hamm et al., 2014;
Kindermann, 2016; Wentzel et al., 2017). How teachers manage
the academic context, in part, depends on their ability to leverage
the social context to promote a climate where students feel safe
to take academic risks, engage in instruction, and collaborate
to support each other’s academic success (Hamm et al., 2012;
Vollet et al., 2017).When teachers are attuned to classroom social
dynamics and use this information to promote an academically
supportive classroom society, they are better positioned to foster
the successful inclusion of socially vulnerable youth (Gest et al.,
2014; Farmer et al., 2019; Hymel and Katz, 2019). The BASE
model is designed to harness the power of peer processes
in instruction.

Academic instruction is the central focus of school classrooms.
Accordingly, the Academic Engagement Enhancement (AEE)
component is the foundation of the BASE model and its
overarching goal is to create a classroom culture that promotes
the productive academic engagement of all students. When
providing supports for students with differential needs, it is
critical to engage them in non-obtrusive ways that do not call
attention to their differences. This means that things should be
done in a matter-of-fact manner that does not hide differences,
but that makes it normal that everyone in the class has
different needs (McLesky andWaldron, 2007). Working within a
Tiered System of Adaptive Supports (TSAS) framework, adaptive
universal supports should be provided in Tier 1. This does not
mean that everyone gets the same thing (Farmer, 2020). In a
TSAS model, “universal” means that the context is structured
to provide adaptive differential supports tailored to promote the
routine daily functioning of all students whatever their needsmay
be (Sutherland et al., 2018; Hymel and Katz, 2019; Farmer et al.,
2021).

As indicated in Table 1, the aims of the AEE component
are to promote a positive and engaged climate, to promote
a peer culture that supports academic engagement valuing,
and to use data to guide the adaptation of routine daily
strategies to the needs of individual students. To achieve
this, the AEE component is organized into three distinct
but complementary categories of instructional management
strategies: academic context management, pacing activities for
success, and reinforcing desired behaviors.

Academic Context Management
Academic context management is part of the general
management of the classroom and should complement
the context management features of the other two BASE
components (i.e., behavioral, social). There are a variety of
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FIGURE 2 | BASE model theory of change to support the social inclusion of students with SEN.

strategies to manage the academic context. This includes: rules
and expectations that are reviewed at the beginning of the
instructional activity to provide the parameters for the expected
behaviors and actions within a specific assignment; routines and
rituals that provide an organizing framework for common tasks
which communicates a sense of specialness and sacredness to
specific events or processes and promotes a collective atmosphere
where everyone feels a shared sense of connectedness; and verbal
and visual cues to help students develop a collective positive
mindset about instructional engagement by having quotes,
slogans, and mission statements that communicate the value of
academic effort and achievement that permeates the performance
of daily activities. With each of these strategies, the purpose
is to make academic life predictable, comfortable, and socially
supported in ways that help all students feel like they belong and
can be successful.

Pacing Activities for Success
An important part of managing the academic context involves
structuring classroom experiences so that they result in successes
that are meaningful and valued by students. Teachers can
organize instruction and activities to ensure this is the case. To
do this, it is helpful to have a range of pacing strategies that
prepare the student for an activity, set the tone and mindset
that the activity will be completed successfully, prompt and
monitor the speed at which students are completing tasks, and
break tasks down into doable parts that build toward sustained

activity and success. Strategies to do this include: routines to start
and transition to new activities to ensure students are prepared
and to make the shift to a new task familiar, comfortable, and
doable; alternative or warm-up activities for students who cannot
start a new task independently and who will need individualized
guided support from the teacher once the teacher has completed
instruction for the larger group; Behavior momentum or high p
sequencing of instructional tasks that are difficult for a student
by using high probability tasks (i.e., preferred tasks the student
can complete with success) to directly proceed and build up
momentum to support the student’s effort in low probability
(i.e., less preferred tasks that the student struggles to complete
successfully: Lee, 2006; Knowles et al., 2015); and a Premack
Schedule or grandma’s law (e.g., you can’t eat your dessert until
you finish your vegetables) to structure academic tasks where
students work to complete a less preferred activity so they can
do a high-preferred activity (Hosie et al., 1974; Billingsley, 2016).

When pacing activities, it is important to be cognizant
that two distinct audiences are taking in information about
the teacher’s instructional interactions with individual students.
These interactions communicate information to focal students
(i.e., the students receiving the instruction) and classmates (i.e.,
students who are part of the public community in which the
instruction is taking place). For focal students, they are aware
of their own academic difficulties and they are aware that their
instructional interactions with the teacher may impact how
others view them, which, in turn, may impact their social roles
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TABLE 1 | Intervention Component Goals, Aims, and Strategies.

Intervention

Components

Goal Aims Strategies

Academic

Engagement

Enhancement

General classroom climate of

collective support for productive

engagement in instruction and

valuing of academic effort while

accepting differences

• Create a positive and engaged

classroom climate

• Support a positive peer culture

for academic engagement/school

valuing

• Data driven adaptation of

strategies to address individual

student academic engagement

Academic Context Management

• Review instructional rules and expectations

• Class routines and rituals

• Verbal/visual cues of the value of academic

effort/achievement

Pacing Activities for Success

• Routines/cues to start and transition to new activities

• Alternative activities

• Behavior momentum sequences

• Premacked schedule

Reinforcing Desired Behaviors

• Opportunities to respond

• Academic behavior feedback

• Using preferred peers to model and reinforce

academic effort

• End activity/class with success

Competence

Enhancement

Behavior Management

General classroom climate of

productive and supportive behavior

and the positive engagement of

students with SEN in positive

behavior patterns that foster and

sustain positive social relationships

• Promote productive classroom

behavior

• Use EBPs with appropriate

frequency and quality

• Data driven adaptation to

address individual student

behavior needs

• Teachers approach BM to

communicates that the student

is important

Behavioral Context Management

• Review behavioral rules and specific task expectations

• Routines for class activities

• Classroom rituals / goals

• Monitoring / modeling behavior

Elicit/reinforce Desired Behavior

• Goals/prompts/reminders

• Behavior-specific direction /praise

• Use of natural consequences

• Contingencies and rewards

Behavioral Redirection

• Verbal group redirection

• Non-verbal individual redirection

• Proximity management

• Antiseptic bouncing

• Premacked schedule

• Positive practice

• Teaching desired behaviors

Social Dynamics

Management

Peer support for academic

engagement, productive behavior,

and positive peer social system that

promotes students’ with SEN

positive social relationships

• Reduce social hierarchies and

coercive peer groups

• Promote positive social roles and

relationships for students with

EBD

• Support culture of peer support

and protection against bullying

Social Context Management

• Attunement to students’ social roles, reputations, and

peer groups

• Rules and expectations for social behaviors and

relationships

• Model desired social interactions

• Monitor/manage social hierarchy

Peer Affiliation and Group Supports

• Seating/proximity arrangements

• Grouping strategies

• Monitor/support positive intra- group relationships

• Monitor support positive inter-group relationships

Managing Students’ Roles/Relations

• Monitor social synchrony

• Realign negative patterns

• Strengthen positive patterns

• Promote positive social opportunities and roles for

students with EBD

• Reframe negative identities

and relationships. For classmates, they are receiving information
about the student but they are also gathering information about
how to interact with others, whether the teacher will put them
on the spot, and whether it is socially safe to be academically
engaged and to take risks. When teachers take the time to pace

and structure activities to ensure the success of all students, they
are building the foundation for a supportive community that
values the dignity of others and that understands they are part
of a society in which the experiences, opportunities, and roles of
individuals are important for the collective.
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Reinforcing Desired Behaviors
The reinforcement of desired behaviors is critical for classroom
management and for creating an inclusive, supportive, and
egalitarian social system. However, reinforcement is often
misunderstood and in, many cases, it is not applied effectively
(Shores and Wehby, 1999). Teachers frequently interpret
reinforcement to mean giving a student something that is
pleasant; something they should like or want. In actuality,
reinforcement is “defined objectively by two facts: a contingency
between a behavior and its consequences, and a strengthening
of the behavior (Cullinan et al., 1983, p. 77). Desired behaviors
can be reinforced in a variety of ways. The BASE model focuses
on four approaches that can be incorporated in classroom
management strategies to support all students while being
tailored to the needs of specific students. These strategies are
opportunities to respond; academic behavior feedback; using
preferred peers to model and reinforce academic effort; and
ending specific activities and the class with success.

Opportunities to respond (OTR) involves giving students
the chance to actively answer or perform academic requests
(Sutherland and Wehby, 2001). There are various approaches
to OTR including individual, choral, and mixed (Haydon
et al., 2010). When teachers increase OTR, students with
problem behavior tend to experience corresponding increases
in task engagement and correct responses, and decreases in
disruptive behavior (Sutherland et al., 2003). In many respects,
opportunities to respond are both a pacing strategy and a
reinforcing strategy. They pace the student by providing prompts
and a structure for staying engaged. They also reinforce the
student’s behavior as the process of answering requests increases
engaged behaviors (Sutherland and Wehby, 2001).

Academic behavior feedback is not about telling students
whether or not they have the correct answer. Academic feedback
teaches and motivates students about how to work to get
the correct answer. Students develop mindsets about their
ability to complete academic tasks that can promote or impede
sustained engagement in instruction. Students self-efficacy for
academic success is influenced by whether they view intelligence
as a fixed quantity they either do or do not possess (i.e., a
fixed mindset) or a malleable quantity that reflects a growth
mindset in which they believe intelligence can be increased or
improved with effort and learning (Dweck and Leggett, 1988).
To foster a growth mindset, learning goals, and persistent on-
task behavior, teachers can communicate to students that it is
okay to struggle, effort is important, and that the focus is not
the correct answer but learning how to get the correct answer.
When providing instructional guidance, it is critical to consider
whether a prompt elicits a growth or fixed mindset and learning
or performance goals, and whether the outcome reinforces
productive academic behavior. Through this lens, teachers can
turn perceived difficulties into positive opportunities to learn
and when a student gets something wrong can say “that’s great
because you are learning; now let’s see what happens if you try it
a different way.”

Using preferred peers to model and reinforce academic effort
is a strategy that recognizes that academic engagement tends
to be a public event and uses the power of peers to promote

students’ productive effort. On one hand, students who struggle
academically may be concerned about their performance and
avoid engagement so others will not see their difficulties. On
the other hand, students may be concerned that classmates will
think it is not cool to work hard (Juvonen and Murdock, 1995;
Ryan and Pintrich, 1997). It is often necessary for teachers to
make academic engagement safe in two distinct ways. First,
there is a need to make tasks doable by using differentiation
and behavior momentum strategies to promote the likelihood
of success. Second, it is necessary to help students see that
engaging in instruction will not compromise their social image.
When students view classmates as supportive of academic effort
and tolerant of mistakes, they tend to report greater interest in
school (Wentzel, 2003), have a more favorable sense of belonging
(Hamm et al., 2010), and demonstrate greater academic initiative
(Danielsen et al., 2010). To create this type of supportive culture
and foster the productive engagement of students, it is helpful for
teachers to be aware of classmates that struggling students look
up to or are influenced by (a preferred peer) and use them as an
ally to make instructional engagement safe and rewarding.

Ending a class on success seems intuitive and easy to achieve.
This is often not the case. Teachers’ and students’ interaction
patterns and relationships tend to be synchronized with the
behavior of each influencing the behavior of the other (Farmer
et al., 2018a; Sutherland et al., 2018). In some cases, a curriculum
of non-instruction may occur where teachers and students
develop an implicit truce in which the teacher does not expect
the student to engage in activities the student is not comfortable
doing and, in turn, the student will not escalate problem behavior
(Gunter et al., 1993; Shores and Wehby, 1999). This approach
does not promote success. It just avoids problems. In other
cases, the teacher may become angry or feel a need to prove a
point to the student. Rather than helping the student experience
success, the teacher may challenge the student, thwart a sense of
accomplishment, and promote coercive interchanges that at best
alienates the student and may also prompt disruptive, aggressive,
and explosive behavior patterns (Shores et al., 1993; van Acker
et al., 1996). When teachers structure the beginning of class to
ensure students start off productively, use momentum strategies
along with supportive academic feedback and OTR to pace the
student toward success, and use preferred peers and a Premacked
schedule to sustain engagement, it should be possible to end an
activity or class on success. The goal is to help struggling students
see that they can be productive, build patterns of behavior that
foster resilience, and increase the likelihood they will approach
tomorrow’s class ready to learn (Lee, 2006; Billingsley, 2016).

Competence Enhancement Behavior

Management
The Competence Enhancement Behavior Management (CEBM)
component of the BASE model centers on managing the
classroom, the behavior of specific students, and the interplay
between students and contexts in ways that make differences
normal and behavioral supports non-stigmatizing (Farmer et al.,
2006; McLesky and Waldron, 2007). This requires using EBPs
and data driven practices to adapt strategies to balance the
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needs of specific students and the general classroom ecology
(Sutherland et al., 2018). In addition, it is helpful for teachers
to approach behavior management with a positive mindset, have
high expectations for students, use problems as opportunities
to teach desired behaviors, and communicate to students that
they are worth taking the time to ensure they learn to do
things correctly (Farmer et al., 2006; Milner, 2018). It is also
important to structure the classroom so there are natural rewards
and consequences that promote a sense of community and a
mindset that we are all in this together and need to support
each other. The overarching goal of the CEBM component
is to foster a general classroom climate of productive and
supportive behavior. To accomplish this, the CEBM component
is organized into three complementary categories: behavioral
context management; eliciting and reinforcing desired behavior;
and behavior redirection.

Behavioral Context Management
Behavioral context management focuses on creating a predictable
and supportive environment. The goal is to provide students with
guides for their behavior to prevent problems, while establishing
a framework and tools for helping students to navigate difficulties
when they do arise (Sutherland et al., 2018). It is helpful to have
rules that are few in number, can be applied to a broad range of
circumstances, and are valued by students (Barbetta et al., 2005).
Teachers should review rules and expectations at the beginning of
each class or activity. This provides a transition point and allows
the teacher to set the context and create a necessary shift in tone
if the new activity is different in content, activity level, and self-
regulatory demands as compared to the prior activity (Farmer
et al., 2006).

For many students with SEN class does not start—it just
kind of happens. Teachers can prevent this by having routines
for classroom activities that make them predictable and easy to
negotiate (Leinhardt et al., 1987; Emmer and Stough, 2001).
Having classroom rituals and goals that add meaning, value, and
special identity to an activity can foster engagement and promote
a student’s sense of belonging (Long et al., 2007). Further, when
managing the classroom context, teachers should monitor their
own behavior and model behaviors they would like to see from
students. Teachers should be aware that their own behavior can
create a context that prompts and escalates behavior problems
and contributes to students’ negative social reputations (van
Acker et al., 1996; Hendrickx et al., 2016).

Evoking and Reinforcing Desired Behavior
It is common for teachers to think that a student knows
what the expected behavior is and how to perform it, and are
mystified when the student does not do it (Barbetta et al., 2005).
Many students need goals, prompts, and reminders to initiate a
behavior. When the behavior does occur, corresponding teacher
responses (i.e., consequences) that reinforce (i.e., strengthen)
the behavior are also needed so that it is more likely to occur
in the future when antecedent circumstances are presented
(Farmer et al., 2006). When students do not engage in the
desired behavior, teachers need to be careful that they do not
draw attention to it in a way that punishes the likelihood

the student will try to do it in the future. Rather, teachers
should focus on setting up the circumstances that support the
future occurrence of the behavior and foster positive interactions
with classmates without contributing to a poor reputation with
peers. Teachers can provide behavior specific guidance in non-
obtrusive ways (Simonsen et al., 2016; Gage et al., 2017) while
structuring circumstances so that natural consequences reinforce
the occurrence of the behavior (Long et al., 2007).

Behavior Redirection
Behavior redirection involves changing the flow of a pattern of
behavior in stream as it occurs. When problem behavior begins
to emerge, some teachers have a tendency to call out a student in
a public manner that disrupts class, promotes a negative identity
for the student that has social and behavioral consequences, and
set ups a context for coercive interactions between the student
and the teacher that contributes to sustained disengagement of
the student from instruction and productive activities (Gunter
et al., 1993; Shores et al., 1993; Hendrickx et al., 2016). The
goal of behavior redirection is to prevent this from occurring by
refocusing the student or class away from an undesired behavior
to a neutral or desired behavior in a manner that minimally
disrupts class and allows the student to remain engaged or to
become involved in a productive alternative activity.

An important consideration for behavior redirection involves
simultaneously keeping the class on track while changing the
behavior of the student. Although strategies that single out
a student should be avoided, verbal group redirection and
acknowledgment of students meeting expectations can be an
effective way to pull students back on task and to create a
shared sense of community about appropriate behavior. This
involves reminding the class about the expectation, recognizing
students who are meeting the expectation, and acknowledging
the whole class for meeting expectations once students change
their behavior. Nonverbal individual redirection can be used to
stop or reframe a behavior with eye contact, a descriptive physical
gesture, or pointing toward a rule or some other cue that is in
the room. Proximity management involves moving closer to the
student, direct monitoring of their activities, and perhaps moving
the student to another area where he or she is more likely to be
productively engaged. Antiseptic bouncing involves being aware
that the student is about to encounter a situation that is likely
to result in difficulties and engaging the student in a different
activity that takes the student away from the problem stimulus.
This might involve asking a student who is becoming frustrated
with an assignment to run an errand (e.g., take a book to the
library) to break up the negative pattern and reset the activity in a
more positive light once the student has returned and frustration
has decreased. It might also be used to get a student away from
an escalating situation that he or she might otherwise become
involved in (e.g., sending the student to get help when two other
students are arguing and beginning to fight). The goal is to keep
the context manageable while giving the student a productive
activity to prevent their engagement in problems.

A major consideration in redirection involves being reflective
and understanding what is being communicated to the student.
With redirection, students may perceive that teachers are just
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trying to “zing” her or him because they do not like them or
are mad at them. It is critical for teachers to monitor their
tone of voice and posture as well as the content of their words.
Avoid arguments, but present the need for the redirection as
being an important thing for the student to be able to do. When
teachers make it clear they are following through on rules because
they think that the student is important and because they want
to ensure students learn to do what is best for the student,
students can understand and value this. This is communicated
through actions and fairness. Thus, it is important for teachers
to understand what they feel, to manage their own emotions and
behavior, and to redirect students in ways that focus on teaching
and reinforcing behaviors that build the student’s strengths.
Students know when adults care.

Social Dynamics Management
The Social Dynamics Management (SDM) component of the
BASE model centers on using knowledge of the classroom
social system to harness the power of the peer group in
the management of the instructional and behavioral context
while fostering students’ positive social roles and relationships.
Classroom social dynamics refers to how classrooms are socially
structured and how this structure effects and is affected by
student interactions (Farmer et al., 2018c). Students coordinate
their behaviors with each other, sort themselves into peer groups,
create social hierarchies, and develop social roles (Adler and
Adler, 1998; Ahn and Rodkin, 2014; Trach et al., 2018). Although
social dynamics are peer driven, teachers can facilitate students’
social experiences, opportunities, and roles (Gest et al., 2014; van
den Berg and Stoltz, 2018). The goal of the SDM component
is to create a classroom climate of peer support for academic
engagement and productive behavior by fostering a positive
social system to promote supportive social relationships for all
students. The SDM component involves three categories: general
social context management; monitoring and managing students’
peer affiliations and group supports; and managing students’
social roles and relationships.

General Social Context Management
When reviewing rules and expectations for academic activities
and classroom behavior, it is helpful to review rules and
expectations about social behavior and relationships. This should
be brief and center on key words that signify expected behaviors
and ways that students can get along and support each other.
Depending on age level, terms such as sharing, being responsible
for self and others, showing respect, being a good friend, and
being a team player can key students into working with others
to promote a productive and supportive classroom particularly
when they are presented in a scaffolded manner to foster student
autonomy (Baker et al., 2017; Bierman et al., 2017). This involves
having expectations and concepts that are known by all, posted in
visible places, valued by students, and serve as reminders about
how to be supportive of and helpful to each other.

A critical aspect of SDM involves teachers’ management
of their own behavior (Farmer et al., 2006). By modeling
desired social interactions, teachers can set the tone for how
classmates view and respond to students (Shores and Wehby,

1999). Negative teacher-student relations are associated with
peer difficulties (Hendrickx et al., 2016) and peer teacher
support reputation contributes to students’ academic and social
outcomes (Hughes et al., 2014). For example, the peer relations of
academically struggling students depend on whether classmates
perceive that the teacher likes the student (van der Sande
et al., 2017). When teachers develop positive relationships with
socially struggling students and provide them with positive social
opportunities, students tend to have a stronger sense of belonging
and fewer behavioral difficulties (Farmer et al., 2010b; Gest et al.,
2014; van den Berg and Stoltz, 2018). Therefore, it is critical
for teachers to monitor their own interactions with struggling
students and promote a classroom climate where peers can view
them in a positive light (Trach et al., 2018).

The concept of attunement to students’ social roles, reputations,
and peer groups centers on teachers’ awareness of the general
classroom social ecology and students’ placement in the peer
system (Hamm et al., 2011a). When they are attuned to
the ecology and students’ relationships, teachers can use this
information to support positive social opportunities, prevent
peer experiences that contribute to behavioral difficulties, and
promote injunctive peer group norms and a peer culture that
reinforces academic engagement (Hamm et al., 2011b; Farmer
et al., 2018a). Teacher attunement is associated with increased
levels of students’ sense of positive social-affective peer climate
and enhances students’ feelings of belonging (Hamm et al., 2011a;
Norwalk et al., 2016). Yet, teachers are differentially attuned to
youth who are perceived as aggressive by peers depending on
whether they perceive a student has higher rates of internalizing,
popularity, and friendliness features (lower levels of attunement)
or higher levels of athleticism and attractiveness (higher levels of
attunement: Dawes et al., 2017). Further, there is considerable
variability across teachers’ in terms of their attunement or
awareness of students’ peer group affiliations (Pearl et al., 2007).
However, teachers’ attunement increases significantly when they
are taught about classroom social dynamics, are encouraged
to observe students’ social interactions in natural settings (i.e.,
cafeteria, hallway, playground), and are expected to keep logs
about peer groups and students’ social roles (Hamm et al., 2011a;
Farmer et al., 2016a).

Monitoring and Managing the Classroom Social

Hierarchy
Attunement to the classroom social system and monitoring
dynamic relationships among students can be critical for
fostering and maintaining inclusive classroom communities. In
many classrooms, a peer social structure forms in which some
students have higher status and peer influence than others (Adler
and Adler, 1998; Ahn and Rodkin, 2014). When popularity and
status is distributed hierarchically rather than in a decentralized
and egalitarian manner, there is a greater tendency for bullying,
social aggression, and enemy relationships across peer groups
(Rodkin, 2011). Teachers can manage the social system and
students’ social opportunities to reduce hierarchies and promote
peer ecologies where students are on more equal footing and
perceive the social climate to be supportive and less threatening
(Gest and Rodkin, 2011; Chen et al., 2015; Norwalk et al., 2016).
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Monitoring and Managing Students’ Peer Affiliations

and Group Supports
Teachers can support students’ positive peer relations.
Propinquity (i.e., physical proximity) is a key factor that
influences peer relationships. Students are more likely to develop
friendships if they are in close proximity or have frequent
contact with each other, and students tend to prefer to sit close
to peers who are popular in the peer structure (Adler and Adler,
1998; van den Berg and Cillessen, 2015). Close proximity and
frequent contact can also promote bullying, enemy relationships,
or iatrogenic effects if students are on unequal footing or
support problem behavior patterns in each other (Rodkin, 2011;
Kornienko et al., 2018). Seating charts/proximity arrangements
and grouping strategies are a primary means that teachers have
available to impact students’ peer opportunities and experiences.
Emerging research suggests that when seating and grouping
practices are carefully conducted and monitored with a focus
on enhancing the behavior of struggling students, they produce
positive social opportunities for the focal student without a
negative impact on prosocial partner peers (Hektner et al., 2017;
van den Berg and Stoltz, 2018). In addition, teachers need to
monitor inter-group relationships to support positive interactions
and prevent bullying relationships among youth who affiliate
together. Likewise, there is a need to monitor intra-group
relationships to support positive interactions and prevent enemy
group relationships within and across classrooms (Rodkin, 2011;
Farmer et al., 2018c).

Managing Students’ Social Roles and Relationships
As teachers monitor and manage the general classroom social
system and peer groups, it is necessary to keep a focus
on individual students who have social risks and behavioral
difficulties. To do this, it is necessary to identify and monitor
patterns of social synchrony that support their behavior. Social
synchrony involves interactional processes where the behavior
of one person elicits and reinforces the behavior of the other
person. This can occur through imitation, reciprocity, or
complementarity (Farmer et al., 2018a). Teachers should identify
specific peers who in some way prompt problem behaviors
and/or reinforce such behaviors in the focal student (Farmer
et al., 2016a). Once such students are identified, teachers can
realign negative patterns by rearranging the context (i.e., change
seating and grouping practices) and/or changing the behavior
of supporting peers as well as the focal student (Farmer et al.,
2018c). As part of this process, the focus should go beyond
reducing problem behavior and identify ways to strengthen
positive patterns. This can be done by changing the context,
promoting more social opportunities with positive and supportive
peers, and building from the student’s strengths to promote
new competencies. As part of this effort, it is important
to be attuned to the student’s social roles and reputations
and to provide visible positive social opportunities to reframe
negative social identities by helping peers view the student
in a more positive light (Farmer et al., 2016a; Trach et al.,
2018).

Interpersonal Competence Patterns and

Subtypes of Socially Vulnerable Youth
Students with SEN and socially vulnerable students are a very
heterogeneous group. When providing supports to foster social
inclusion, it is important to avoid a “one size” fits all approach
or to simply work one’s way through a series of EBPs without
considering the factors and processes that are contributing to
an individual student’s experiences. That said, it is possible to
identify distinct subtypes of socially vulnerable youth, including
youth with SEN, that have common social experiences and social
supports needs that differentiate them from other students.

Person-oriented analysis (e.g., latent profile analysis, cluster
analysis) that builds from a developmental systems conceptual
framework is a valuable approach for identifying subtypes of
socially vulnerable youth (Cairns and Cairns, 1994). Person-
oriented approaches yield patterns or configurations of variables
that operate as a “package” of developmental factors that
contribute to youths’ developmental trajectories and outcomes
(Cairns, 2000; Bergman et al., 2009). Prior work with socially
vulnerable students, including students with SEN have used
teacher ratings of students’ interpersonal competence in the
classroom to identify distinct subtypes of youth (e.g., Cairns and
Cairns, 1994; Rodkin et al., 2000; Farmer et al., 2003, 2011).

Throughout these and other studies, five configurations tend
to emerge. High adaptive students (20–30% of all students;
high teacher ratings across the academic, behavioral, and social
domains) are generally well-integrated into the peer system,
affiliate with other well-adapted classmates, and have average or
high prominence (i.e., visibility) within the social hierarchy. Low-
adaptive students (10–20% of students; low teacher ratings across
the academic, social, and behavioral domains) tend to associate
with peers who have adjustment problems and low status in
the social hierarchy, are at increased risk of social isolation and,
tend to be victims of bullying or bully-victims. Popular-aggressive
students (10–15% of students: high teacher ratings for aggression,
average to high ratings for popularity) to tend to be viewed by
peers as cool and athletic, associate with other popular students,
are perceived to bullies and leaders by their classmates, and tend
to have elevated rates of being disliked but are unlikely to be
socially isolated. Average students (30–45% of students: near the
mean for each domain on teacher ratings) tend to be members
of peer groups, near the class mean for social prominence and
being liked by peers, and average rates of involvement in peer
victimization. Passive students (10–20% of students: low average
teacher ratings on academic and behavior domains with elevated
ratings for shy-withdrawn and low ratings on social) tend to have
elevated rates of social isolation or affiliate with passive classmates
and they are at increased risk for being victimized by peers.

Although between 40 and 50% of students with SEN are
identified in interpersonal risk configurations (i.e., popular-
aggressive, passive, low-adaptive), the majority of students in
these risk configurations are general education students (Farmer
et al., 1999, 2011, 2019; Chen et al., 2019). In fact, in a recent
sample of nearly 3,000 students across 26 middle schools, four
times as many general education students (803) as students with
SEN (197) were identified in risks configurations that are related
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to a range of social vulnerabilities including poor adjustment
to the middle school environment, feelings of not belonging,
involvement in peer victimization, and experiencing academic
and behavioral difficulties (Chen et al., 2019). Accordingly,
efforts to support the inclusion of socially vulnerable youth may
be enhanced by focusing on students in these configurations
regardless as to whether they are identified for SEN.

Using the BASE Model to Foster the

Inclusion of Subtypes of Socially

Vulnerable Youth
With brief teacher ratings, it is possible to screen for youth at
the beginning of the school year who are at elevated risk for
differential social difficulties. As indicated above, such efforts
would identify three distinct types of students: passive, low-
adaptive, and popular-aggressive. Students in each of these three
configurations need supports to address their social needs in the
classroom. But they have very different needs and, in cases where
each subtype of student is in the classroom, they are likely to
contribute to and exacerbate the difficulties of each other. Thus, it
is beneficial for teachers to be attuned to these subtypes of youth
and to provide differential supports while managing the broader
social ecology.

For passive youth, their tendency is to keep a low profile,
avoid situations and circumstances that draw any attention to
them or their self-perceived weaknesses, and to try to stay away
from classmates who will socially scapegoat them, tease them,
physically bully them, or make them engage in things that they
are not comfortable doing. For such students, teachers need to
balance between providing them with social opportunities and
supports to enhance their identity and role in the social system
without putting them on the spot and actually contributing to
their victimization. This means being cognizant of who they
are comfortable with and who they are not comfortable with,
knowing their strengths, knowing what aspects of their strengths
and personality that they are comfortable showing others, and
giving them the space to socially explore and develop their own
identity. Being careful not to place them physically near or in
working groups with peers who will bully or take advantage
of them is critical. Also, engaging them in activities that are
comfortable and that help them to be seen in a positive light
can be important. But it must be paced and monitored. It is also
important for the teacher to be aware of who the student affiliates
with. Are these affiliations supportive of social engagement
with others or are they synchronized in ways that constrain
the student’s social opportunities and, in some ways, supports
their social difficulties? The goal is not to break up existing
relationships or to choose students’ friends, the goal is carefully
monitor and expand passive students’ social experiences and
opportunities in ways that help them to develop relationships
that are personally and developmentally meaningful to them. For
passive students, there is generally not an issue with problem
behavior but they may have a learning disability or some other
characteristic that they are uncomfortable with or trying to hide.
Without being invasive, it is important to get to know passive
students and to understand their comforts and discomforts.

Low-adaptive youth are likely to struggle across the academic,
behavioral, and social domains and they are likely to have
difficulty regulating their behavior and understanding how their
own behavior contributes to their difficulties. Therefore, such
students typically need tier 2 or tier 3 adaptive supports to help
them to develop new skills and competencies (Farmer et al.,
2021). However, individually focused interventions alone are
not likely to “fix” the student and it is necessary to have real
world, in-stream context focused interventions that complement
more direct and explicit instruction in social skills (Farmer et al.,
2018a; Bierman and Sanders, 2021). Thus, being aware of the
student’s academic, behavioral, and social difficulties and how
they support each other is important. Carefully managing the
instructional context and pacing the student for success will be
important along with understanding behavioral triggers and the
peer dynamics and interactional patterns that contribute to the
student’s difficulties. Low-adaptive youth can be quick to explode
and can become the target of peers who set themup for difficulties
with the potential aim of getting them in trouble. It is imperative
to carefully monitor their physical proximity and to surround
them with peers who will not engage them in negative ways
(van den Berg and Stoltz, 2018). It is also important to monitor
these arrangements and to sometimes change them up from
time-to-time as their relations with others can become strained.

It is critical to provide low-adaptive students with positive
roles and experiences that build from their strengths and that
gives them the opportunity to develop a new identity. Just as
with academics, it is important to pace their social activities and
interactions, build success, and carefully transition them into
a new activity before something that was going well suddenly
blows up and results in strained relations, poor reputations and
identities, and coercive patterns of behavior with peers. The peer
affiliations of low-adaptive students are likely to be many but
short-lived, as they work themselves through the classroom until
there are no classmates that are comfortable doing things with
them. Pacing and creating social opportunities is important, but
it is not possible to make classmates to like them or to want to
do something with them. Therefore, monitoring, scaffolding, and
supporting their interactions early in the school year can help to
prevent long-term negative relationships. Low-adaptive students
have very elevated rates of being involved in peer victimization as
both a bully and a victim. Efforts to manage the social dynamics
of bullying early in the school yearmay create a context that limits
the types of coercive interchanges that typically characterize the
social relationships of low adaptive youth.

In some ways, popular aggressive youth do not have social
difficulties as much as they create social difficulties for others.
They tend to be socially powerful and dominant leaders who
use their power to manipulate the social relationships of others
and they often set the tone for the behavior of many classmates,
particularly the students they affiliate with (Farmer et al., 2003;
Witvliet et al., 2010; Shi and Xie, 2012). Because of this power
and how they use it against others, popular-aggressive youth can
be highly disliked even though classmates may want to affiliate
with them or be like them (Vaillancourt andHymel, 2006; Farmer
et al., 2011; Rodkin, 2011). Rather than having poor social skills,
popular aggressive youth may be bistrategic controllers who
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competently employee aggressive and prosocial strategies as they
selectively use distinct forms of aggression toward peers with
different levels of status or popularity (Wurster and Xie, 2014).
This means teachers must carefully monitor the interaction
patterns of popular aggressive youth to determine if they are
manipulating others and creating a hierarchical social system that
is dominated by coercion and social struggles as students jockey
for social position. Teachers themselves may be manipulated by
popular-aggressive students and it is necessary to ensure they
do not allow these students to create a culture that elicits and
reinforces problem behavior in socially vulnerable classmates
(Rodkin, 2011; Hoffman and Mueller, 2020). Thus, it is helpful
for teachers to cultivate strong boundaries but positive relations
with popular-aggressive students while creating opportunities for
them to use their influence and leadership skills in positive and
productive ways in the classroom (Shores and Wehby, 1999;
Farmer et al., 2018a).

In conclusion, for all three subtypes, teachers need to be
attuned to the overall dynamics of the classroom and to foster a
context that is not hierarchical, that makes it safe for students to
engage with others, and that rotates opportunities for all students
to be in socially visible and desirable roles. But it is important to
be cognizant that managing the general classroom peer ecology
and social dynamics may have different leverage points and
differential impact for the various subtypes. For passive students
the focus is on providing a safe space where they can develop
new experiences, relationships, roles, and identities that do not
make it easy for them to be forgotten or scapegoated by others.
For low-adaptive students, classroom context intervention efforts
need to complement any individualized supports and training
that they receiving related to the development of new social
competencies and skills. This means continually monitoring
their proximal context, reframing and redirecting difficult
interchanges, providing them with opportunities for positive

social experiences, and making the context predictable and one
they feel they can successfully navigate rather than fight against.

For popular-aggressive youth, it is necessary to guide their
experiences toward positive and productive social roles and to
help them use their social competencies and strengths in ways
that reflect leadership in an egalitarian social system. In other
words, social dynamics management means inconspicuously
facilitating the social experiences of individuals and the capacity
of contexts to foster a collective society where students find
their own pathways to social identities, roles, and relationships
that are meaningful to them and that prepare them for their
futures. As the field moves forward, person-oriented approaches
should be considered as one of many possible ways to help tailor
intervention to the differential needs of subtypes of students who
are socially vulnerable. Further, because student adaptation is
correlated across multiple domains, the BASE model may help
to enhance students’ academic and behavioral adjustment as well
as their social inclusion.
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