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ABSTRACT
Purpose: Peers play a crucial role in the development and maintenance of children’s prosocial behaviors and positive peer relations are important for healthy development and long-term adjustment across the lifespan. Interventions in this area do not always prove successful. Research in this area has yet to consider the perspective of children when developing social skills intervention plans. Method: A qualitative research design was utilized to access more socially valid opinions without restricting the participants’ opportunities to respond. Two focus groups were conducted with unfamiliar third-grade elementary students who discussed the behaviors and attributes of their peers that would make them more and less likable, as well as ways children could change their behaviors to increase peer acceptance. Results: Participants identified various social skills, personality characteristics, and other behaviors relevant for the improvement and deterioration of social relationships. Particular identified behaviors included being nice, having similar interests, having a good sense of humor, and dressing right. Conclusions: This qualitative research design may have implications for socially valid targets of prosocial behavioral interventions. Further research is recommended to develop a more sophisticated understanding of socially valid prosocial behaviors across all age groups.

INTRODUCTION

· Peers play a significant role in the development and maintenance of prosocial behavior and positive peer relations are important for healthy development and long-term adjustment across the lifespan. Unfortunately, many children do not experience positive peer relations and are actively rejected or isolated by their peers.

· Intervention programs designed to improve the social competence of children do not always result in significant improvements in social interactions, peer acceptance, and prosocial skills acquisition.

· Most current social skills programs were written from the vernacular of research investigators and have not yet given consideration to the child’s perspective they intend to benefit.

· The current study presents a new method for determining intervention targets of social skills training. Using qualitative research methods, socially valid targets of these programs were obtained directly from elementary-age students. 

· Qualitative research assesses the subjective perspective of participants. Their responses are presented in their own words and not restricted within the researcher’s vernacular. 

· The unique perspectives, values, and viewpoints important to participants can be ascertained in a way not available through the use of traditional quantitative research designs.

· The purpose of the current study was to conduct focus groups in which children discussed the behaviors and attributes of peers that would make them more or less likable, as well as ways children could change their behaviors to increase peer acceptance. 

METHOD
Participants

· Participants included five 3rd grade students recruited from different elementary schools in central Illinois. Three participants were female and the mean age was 8.2 years. 

Procedure 

· Two focus groups (one male-only and one female-only) met for one session and each lasted approximately 2 hours.

· Students freely discussed the behaviors and attributes of hypothetical students (i.e., not actual classmates) that could influence their feelings of peer acceptance and willingness to interact with these hypothetical children (see Figure 1).
· Focus group responses were interpreted using grounded theory of qualitative analysis (e.g., Glaser & Strauss, 1967). In this way, it was possible to identify key points and themes presented by the participants regarding behaviors that affect likability and peer reputation. 

· During coding, emphasis was given to participant responses regarding ways to increase and decrease levels of likability, as well as ways children should change to increase their peer acceptance. Differences between male and female responses were also noted.

RESULTS

· Children identified friendliness, physical characteristics, communication, and compatibility as behaviors that influence levels of peer acceptance (See Figure 2).
· Increasing positive interactions, peer training, and proving worth were identified by participants as strategies that may increase peer acceptance (See Figure 3).

CONCLUSIONS

· Children appear to understand behaviors that affect levels of peer acceptance and the behavior changes necessary to increase likability among peers. 

· Child-focused interventions have been designed for isolated and neglected children but never from the perspective of classmates. Qualitative results from the current study identified socially valid targets for behavior change among those who may benefit from social skills interventions. 

· Suggested intervention targets included educating peers about the nature of the student’s disability or problem behavior, increasing positive interactions with the disliked student, and individual social skills training sessions.

· Although there are many interventions that target increased positive peer interactions and social skills acquisition (e.g., Positive Behavior Support, Positive Peer Relations, Second Step, Boys Town, Skillstreaming, Stop & Think), these interventions do not explicitly educate students regarding the nature of problem behavior.

· Qualitative research designs, specifically those using a grounded theory method, can enrich our understanding of quantitative studies and provide direction to interpret and test our quantitative data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

· Researchers and educators alike should be interested in using socially valid targets for behavior-change interventions to successfully increase children’s development and maintenance of prosocial behavior, positive peer relations, and long-term psychological adjustment across the lifespan.

Figure 1.
	Examples of Focus Group Discussion Questions
1. Imagine that a new child came to school and you had the chance to work or play with that child. 

a. What kinds of things would this new student do to make you want to be work partners with them—like for school or group projects? 

b. What kinds of things would this new student do to make you want to be play partners with them—like during recess or after school? 

c. What are the best or most important things he/she could do or say?

d. Try and describe the best features of this student.
2. Lets talk about this new student in school that does not have a lot of friends or is not liked by a lot of students. 

a. What are some things this new student can change to help build friendships?

b. What kinds of things could they do/say or not do/say differently so that other students would want to play or talk with that kid more?

c. What is the most important thing for a person to do to make friends?

d. In what ways could the teachers and other kids help him/her out?




Figure 2.

	Behaviors Influencing Peer Acceptance

	Friendliness

	Nice 
	· they compliment you (girls only)

· they are pleasant

· NOT mean or do NOT hurt your feelings (boy emphasis)

	Helpful 
	· letting you borrow a pencil when needed

· playing with you when you have no one else to play with

	Bully 
	· teasing, threatening, or telling me what to do

· give me your lunch money or I will beat you up

· be my friend or I won’t like you

	Exclusive 
	· if you ask them to play or sit with them and they say no

· don’t touch me, these are my fancy clothes

	Troublemaker 
	· when they hear the teacher say to stop talking and they keep doing it

	Physical characteristics

	Dressing right 
	· not too fashionable and not too old fashioned but in the middle

	Attractiveness (girls only)
	· they’re good looking

· they’re ugly

	Communication

	A “friend-maker” 
	· knowing how to talk to people to help get friends

· going up to people and asking their name and telling theirs

· not fighting or whining to get what they want

	Sense of humor 
	· they’re funny

· they talk about funny things

· they don’t try too hard to be funny

	Compatibility

	Activities 
	· liking the same stuff, or close to the same stuff

· they play sports if your friends play sports

	Interests
	· not talking about boring stuff

· sitting around and doing nothing

· they like the toys you play with



Figure 3.

	Changing Behaviors to Increase Peer Acceptance

	Increasing positive interactions

	Be nice 
	· give the other student some compliments

· if we are nice to them, maybe they will be nice to us

· you could be their friend and if you have a lot of friends you could ask your friends to be friends with him”

	Reduce negative talk 
	· if the rest of the class can stop talking about him, then he might be more quick to become friends

	Encouragement 
	· you’re such a great student and I know you can do better in school

	Peer training

	Teach the student 
	· this is what you are doing wrong”

· there is a time to be funny and a time not to be funny

· tell them to wear nicer or better clothes

	Teach the class 
	· they might have a brain problem (girls only)

· I would be less friends with them if I found out they did not have a brain problem

	Proving worth (boys only)

	Student initiative 
	· it is going to be something that he is going to have to change

· they don’t want to help him because he does not help them

	Deal making 
	· keep a promise with them

· sit next to them and prove that they will not do that stuff anymore

· I’ll bring you a granola bar if you bring vanilla wafers

	It needs time 
	· if you are mean and then you change, everyone will think that you have your fingers crossed behind your back

· he is still remembered as the new student who is a bully

· it will take the rest of that year and part of the next year


