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ABSTRACT

Children’s behaviors, emotions, and social relationships (e.g., peers, teachers, 
and family members) are related to their school adjustment. Behavioral and 
emotional difficulties in combination with relationship problems have negative 
consequences on children’s adaptation to school. This study was conducted 
to extend the understanding of the interaction between behaviors and social 
relationships, specifically peer relationships, by examining how children’s 
self-assessed behavioral and emotional strengths and behavioral difficulties 
are connected to school adjustment. School adjustment was studied based 
on three aspects: academic achievement, teachers’ assessments of behavior, 
and bullying-related behaviors (bullying, victimization, and bully victimization). 
To determine the associations between children’s behavioral and emotional 
strengths and difficulties, peer relationships, and school adjustment, three 
studies were performed, with the empirical assessments focusing on Finnish 
primary school children in grades 3 and 4 (N = 739). The results indicated 
that, first, children with more behavioral and emotional strengths were 
better adjusted to school than students with few behavioral and emotional 
strengths. However, children could have behavioral strengths and difficulties 
simultaneously, indicating that these are not separate phenomena. Second, 
good peer relationships were associated with favorable school adjustment 



6

in middle childhood. Peer relationships had stronger impacts on behavioral 
adjustment than on academic adjustment in this age group. Third, children 
with good peer relationships had more behavioral and emotional strengths 
and were also better adjusted to school than children who lacked peer 
relationships, whereas behavioral and emotional difficulties and peer 
relationship problems were associated with adjustment difficulties. Notably, 
children with behavioral difficulties were well adjusted if they had good 
relationships with their peers, indicating that peer relationships are especially 
important for children with behavioral and emotional difficulties. Overall, 
the study findings showed that in addition to behavioral and emotional 
difficulties, children’s self-assessed behavioral and emotional strengths 
are important factors affecting peer relationships and school adjustment. 
Behavioral and emotional strengths and good peer relationships are 
associated with good school adjustment in as young as primary school-aged 
children. These findings highlight the importance of using strength-based 
assessment practices, intervention strategies, and behavioral management 
in educational settings, healthcare, and social services. The peer relationships 
of children with behavioral and emotional difficulties especially should be 
improved to prevent adjustment problems.

Keywords: behavioral and emotional strengths, behavioral and emotional 
difficulties, peer relationships, school adjustment, primary school children 
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TIIVISTELMÄ

Lasten käyttäytyminen ja tunne-elämä piirteet ovat yhdessä sosiaalisten 
suhteiden kanssa (mm. vertaiset, opettajat ja perheenjäsenet) yhteydessä 
kouluun sopeutumiseen. Erityisesti käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vaikeu-
det yhdistettynä sosiaalisissa suhteissa ilmeneviin ongelmiin aiheuttavat 
haasteita lasten kouluun sopeutumiseen. Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoitukse-
na oli lisätä tietämystä siitä, miten käyttäytymisessä ilmenevien vaikeuksien 
lisäksi etenkin lasten itse arvioimat käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vahvuu-
det ja sosiaaliset suhteet ovat yhteydessä kouluun sopeutumiseen. Tässä 
tutkimuksessa sosiaalisten suhteiden näkökulma oli lasten vertaissuhteissa. 
Kouluun sopeutumista tutkittiin kolmesta eri näkökulmasta: koulumenes-
tys, käyttäytymisarvosana, sekä kiusaaminen (kiusaajana toimiminen, kiusa-
tuksi joutuminen, kiusaajan ja kiusatun yhdistelmärooli). Tutkimus koostuu 
kolmesta osatutkimuksesta ja tutkimusaineistona ovat olleet 739 itäsuoma-
laisen lapsen vastaukset. Aineisto on kerätty lasten ollessa kolmannella ja 
neljännellä luokalla. Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittivat, että käyttäytymisen ja 
tunne-elämän vahvuuksia omaavat lapset olivat paremmin sopeutuneita 
kouluun. Käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vahvuudet ja vaikeudet eivät kui-
tenkaan näytä olevan toisistaan erillisiä ilmiöitä, sillä samalla lapsella saattoi 
olla sekä vahvuuksia että vaikeuksia. Hyvät vertaissuhteet olivat yhteydessä 
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parempaan kouluun sopeutumiseen jo alakouluikäisillä lapsilla. Vertaissuh-
teiden merkitys oli vahvempi koulussa käyttäytymisen kuin koulumenes-
tyksen osalta tämän ikäisillä lapsilla. Hyvät vertaissuhteet omaavilla lapsilla 
ilmeni enemmän käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vahvuuksia ja he olivat pa-
remmin sopeutuneita kouluun, kun vastaavasti käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elä-
män vaikeudet olivat yhteydessä ongelmiin sekä vertaissuhteissa että kou-
luun sopeutumisessa. Käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vaikeuksia omaavat 
lapset olivat kuitenkin paremmin sopeutuneita kouluun, mikäli heillä oli hyvät 
vertaissuhteet. Täten vertaissuhteet ovat tärkeitä etenkin niille lapsille, joilla 
ilmenee käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vaikeuksia. Tämä tutkimus osoitti, 
että käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vaikeuksien lisäksi käyttäytymisen ja 
tunne-elämän vahvuudet ovat merkittäviä sekä vertaissuhteissa että kouluun 
sopeutumisessa. Käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vahvuudet ja hyvät vertais-
suhteet ovat yhteydessä parempaan kouluun sopeutumiseen jo alakouluiäs-
sä. Tulokset korostavat käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vahvuuksiin perus-
tuvien arviointimenetelmien, interventiostrategioiden ja käyttäytymisen 
hallinnan hyödyntämistä kasvatuksessa ja opetuksessa, terveydenhuollossa 
ja sosiaalipalveluissa. Erityisesti käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vaikeuksia 
omaavien lasten vertaissuhteisiin tulisi kiinnittää huomiota myöhempien so-
peutumisongelmien ehkäisemiseksi.

 

Avainsanat: käyttäytymisen ja tunne-elämän vahvuudet, käyttäytymisen 
ja tunne-elämän vaikeudet, vertaissuhteet, kouluun sopeutuminen, 
alakouluikäiset lapset 
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1	 INTRODUCTION

Children’s behavioral and emotional difficulties present huge challenges to 
schools and children around the world have difficulties with their behaviors 
and emotions (Landrum, 2017). Therefore, researchers in special education 
and in many other sciences (e.g., psychology, medicine, and educational 
sociology) have considered ways and interventions to prevent and treat 
children’s behavioral and emotional difficulties. It is important to intervene 
when behavioral and emotional difficulties arise because they have 
consequences for children’s overall adjustment. Studies have demonstrated 
that children and adolescents with behavioral and emotional difficulties have 
problems in school (e.g., Ansary et al., 2017; Carr et al., 2022; Kauffman & 
Landrum, 2018) and later in adulthood (Scott, 2015). The traditional view 
of children’s and adolescents’ behaviors and emotions was highly deficit-
based, emphasizing problems, deficiencies, and diagnoses (Epstein, 1999; 
Hale et al., 2010; Laija-Rodriguez et al., 2013; Merrell et al., 2011; Sointu 
et al., 2017). However, the 1990s saw the evolution of strength-based, 
supportive assessments and intervention tools (Epstein, 1999), and many 
different strength-based assessment (SBA) instruments (e.g., the Behavioral 
and Emotional Rating Scale-2; Epstein, 2004) and intervention practices (e.g., 
positive behavior support; Sugai et al., 2000) are now used in schools to 
support children’s behavioral and emotional development.

Factors related to children’s behavior and emotions can be divided 
into individual (e.g., physical factors, personality, thinking patterns) and 
environmental (learned behavior, interaction, school, home, community, 
social systems) causes (Hue, 2020). The importance of peers has been detected 
in behavioral theories (Landrum, 2017), but the perspective of peer relations 
on children’s behavior and emotions has been neglected especially in special 
educational research despite of the fact that peers are an important social 
environment for children. The importance of considering children’s peer 
relationships more in behavior and emotions is obvious because children 
spend most of the school day interacting with their peers. In addition, 
children’s behaviors and emotions are related to their peer relationships (e.g., 
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Fortuin et al., 2015; Newcomb et al., 1993; Norwalk et al., 2021). However, 
most studies in this area are concerned with describing how the behavioral 
problems and deficits of children and adolescents are related to their peer 
relationships (e.g., Ang et al., 2015; Borowski et al., 2017; Sijtsema, 2016). 
Considering also children’s behavioral and emotional strengths can provide 
a holistic view of their peer relationships.

It is widely known that peer relationships are important during adolescence 
(Hafen et al., 2012). Most peer relationship studies have been performed with 
adolescent samples. However, children’s social skills develop earlier in their 
middle childhood years (Sørlie et al., 2021), and peers become increasingly 
important during this period (Carr et al., 2017). Thus, it is important to be 
aware of younger children’s peer relationships. Exploring peer relationships 
before adolescence can ensure the early address of potential problems 
and prevent complicated difficulties from arising in peer relationships and 
adjustment. Knowledge of peer relationships in middle childhood can also 
help in understanding the underlying mechanics of peer relationships later in 
life. By identifying the skills and abilities connected to good peer relationships 
during childhood, supportive interventions can be developed, and peer group 
membership for all children can be promoted.

Earlier research has detected that peer relationships are important for 
children’s adjustment at school because they serve as academic socialization 
agents and provide a sense of belonging, relatedness, and social support 
(Ryan & Shin, 2018). It is also widely known that children with behavioral 
and emotional difficulties have problems adjusting to school (Kauffman & 
Landrum, 2018) whereas behavioral and emotional strengths predict better 
academic adjustment (Sointu et al., 2017). However, less is known about 
the interaction effects between behavior, emotions, and peer relationships 
on children’s school adjustment, especially with regard to behavioral and 
emotional strengths. Although it is well known that children with fewer 
behavioral and emotional difficulties are better adjusted, examinations of 
children’s strengths, skills, and assets have been quite narrow, focusing 
mostly on prosocial behavior, resilience, and strengths. However, children’s 
behavioral strengths and skills comprise several distinct aspects, such as 
interpersonal strengths, school functioning skills, and affective strengths 
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(Epstein, 2004), and limited research has considered a broad view of children’s 
behavioral and emotional strengths, including children’s behaviors in school 
and home environments (Sointu et al., 2024). Further, little is known about 
how children’s behavioral and emotional strengths are related to their peer 
relationships. By considering children’s behavioral and emotional strengths, 
more effective holistic intervention strategies to tackle problematic behaviors 
can be developed.

The main purpose of this study was to investigate how children’s behaviors 
and emotions and peer relationships are connected to their school adjustment. 
In addition to behavioral and emotional difficulties, children’s behavioral 
and emotional strengths and the academic and behavioral dimensions of 
school adjustment were examined. To fully understand the role of peer 
relationships in school adjustment, both individual and group levels of peer 
relationships were considered. In the following subsections, previous studies 
on behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties and peer relationships 
are introduced. In the second section of the dissertation, the detailed aims 
of this study are presented. The third section outlines the participants and 
measures used in this study. Finally, the results of the three empirical studies 
constituting this dissertation, their practical implications, and future research 
issues are discussed.
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2	 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

2.1	 Behavioral and Emotional Difficulties

Children’s behavioral and emotional difficulties can be divided into two 
categories: externalizing and internalizing. Externalizing difficulties are 
problem behaviors that are directed outward, such as aggression, striking 
out against others, impulsive and disobedient behaviors, and delinquency, 
whereas internalizing difficulties are behavioral problems directed inward, 
such as shyness, anxiety, and depression (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018). 
Externalizing and internalizing difficulties typically co-occur (Landrum, 2017). 
Previous studies have shown bidirectional associations between externalizing 
and internalizing difficulties, indicating that externalizing difficulties predict 
internalizing ones, and vice versa (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018; Keskin et 
al., 2023; Liu et al., 2023; Oh et al., 2020). The coexistence of externalizing 
and internalizing difficulties is a significant risk factor affecting children’s 
overall development (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018). Behavioral and emotional 
difficulties affect many children and adolescents, with the worldwide 
prevalence ranging from 3.4% to 13.4% depending on the type of difficulty 
(Polanczyk et al., 2015). In a large Finnish birth cohort study involving parent 
interviews, the prevalence of behavioral and emotional difficulties was found 
to be 4.7% (Almqvist et al., 1999). Behavioral and emotional difficulties are 
more common in boys than in girls (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018). However, 
some studies have indicated that boys have more externalizing difficulties, 
while girls are more prone to internalizing difficulties (Boyd et al., 2015; 
Leadbeater et al., 1999; Martel, 2013). 

Externalizing and internalizing difficulties are associated with many 
behavioral and emotional features in childhood, with negative developmental 
consequences. Externalizing difficulties are associated with low self-regulation 
skills, high impulsivity, and negative emotionality, whereas internalizing 
difficulties are connected to low impulsivity, sadness, and high anger 
(Eisenberg et al., 2009). During childhood, externalizing and internalizing 
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difficulties pose problems in academic achievement and classroom 
adjustment (Ansary et al., 2017), everyday functioning (Dol et al., 2022), 
peer relationships (Hymel et al., 1990), and familial relationships (Buist et 
al., 2017). Children with externalizing and internalizing difficulties are more 
prone to psychosocial problems in adulthood, including mental health and 
substance abuse problems, somatic illnesses, antisocial behavior, criminality, 
low level of education, unemployment, problems in social relationships and 
parenthood, and early death (Scott, 2015).

It is not unexpected that school can contribute to children’s behavioral 
and emotional difficulties, as children spend large amounts of time each 
day in a school environment. Classroom conditions and teachers’ reactions 
(Kauffman & Landrum, 2018), conflictual student–teacher relationships 
(Poulou, 2014; 2017), the classroom context (a lack of motivating tasks and 
autonomy support) (Poulou, 2014), and academic difficulties (Ansary et al., 
2017) can cause behavioral difficulties at school. Although school and its 
personnel impact children’s behavior, a single factor alone doesn’t cause 
behavioral and emotional difficulties. Biological, cultural, family, and school 
factors have interrelated effects on children’s behavioral and emotional 
development (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018). 

School can also serve as a protective factor against behavioral and emotional 
difficulties. Research has shown that good relationships with teachers (Dever 
et al., 2022; Poulou, 2017; Sointu et al., 2017), teachers’ warm, supportive, and 
caring practices (Hamre et al., 2014; Merritt et al., 2012; Yeung & Leadbeter, 
2010), and classroom management skills (Gilmour et al., 2022; Korpershoek 
et al., 2016; Poulou et al., 2022) reduce the risk of behavioral and emotional 
difficulties among children. When caring relationships, active engagement, 
inclusion, collaboration, positive beliefs and expectations, and recognition 
are fostered in classrooms, children exhibit improved socioemotional 
competence (Cefai, 2007). Similar to the causes of behavioral and emotional 
difficulties, protective and preventive factors are interrelated. It has been 
postulated that an easygoing temperament is a protective factor because it 
may elicit positive responses from a child’s caretakers (Kauffman & Landrum, 
2018) and that students’ behaviors affect teachers’ classroom management 
skills (Gilmour et al., 2022). When implementing interventions, children’s 
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behavioral and emotional difficulties and biological, cultural, and family- and 
school-related factors should be considered (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018).

2.2	 Behavioral and Emotional Strengths

2.2.1	 Approaches to Behavioral and Emotional Strengths
Children’s behavior and emotions have been traditionally viewed from 
a deficit-based viewpoint, which emphasizes difficulties, problems, and 
pathologies (Epstein, 1999; Hale et al., 2010; Laija-Rodriguez et al., 2013; 
Merrell et al., 2011; Sointu et al., 2017). In the 1990s, the deficit-based 
approach was questioned, and the need for a strength-oriented perspective 
and assessment tools for children’s behaviors was highlighted (Epstein, 
1999). The strength-based perspective can be defined as a consideration 
of behavioral skills, competencies, and characteristics that children need 
to promote their personal accomplishments, maintain social relationships, 
deal with stressful incidents, and enhance overall development (Epstein, 
2004). Considering children’s behavioral and emotional strengths can lead 
to many benefits. Parents, service providers, and educators can gain a holistic 
view of children’s skills and functioning to prepare individualized treatment 
and education plans (Lambert et al., 2015; Trout et al., 2003). Children who 
undergo strength-based assessments have better functioning outcomes than 
those assessed only with deficit-based tools; their parents are more satisfied 
with services, and they have low rates of missed appointments (Cox, 2006). 
In youth mental health services, strength-based approaches are associated 
with high levels of behavioral and emotional strength, less mental health 
symptoms, and diminished caregiver stress (Painter, 2012)

Children’s behavioral and emotional strengths can be viewed through 
different approaches, such as positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000), positive youth development (PYD) (Lerner et al., 2005), and resilience 
theory (Cutuli et al., 2021; Luthar et al., 2000). Positive psychology refers 
to the positive subjective experiences, individual traits, and institutions that 
improve an individual’s quality of life and prevent pathologies in stressful 
situations (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Positive youth development 
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is a strength-based conception of adolescence where the plasticity of human 
development is consistent with developmental assets. The PYD perspective 
involves five conceptual Cs (competence, confidence, connection, character, 
and caring) which are enhanced in youths’ lives if young people have positive 
relationships with adults, are involved in skill-building activities, and have 
opportunities to participate in community-based activities. The PYD is utilized 
in youth community programs and social policies aimed at young people. 
(Lerner et al., 2005) Resilience, the core concept of resilience theory, can be 
operationalized as a construct that individuals need to maintain for positive 
adaptation despite significantly adverse life experiences (Luthar et al., 2000). 
Resilience theory considers protective factors to be promoting an individual’s 
adaptation to risk factors (e.g., premature birth, divorce, and maltreatment) 
that may damage human development. Protective factors include child-
related factors (e.g., problem-solving skills), family- and relationship-based 
factors (e.g., positive attachment relationships), and community factors (e.g., 
effective schools). Resilience can be enhanced by reducing developmental 
risk factors, building on one’s strengths, and mobilizing protective systems. 
(Cutuli et al., 2021) 

In this study, children’s behavioral and emotional strengths were 
investigated using strength-based assessments. Assessments of behavior 
and emotions in schools have traditionally been deficit-based, raising the 
need for comprehensive, holistic assessment practices. Strength-based 
assessments can be used to understand children’s strengths and develop 
intervention strategies to increase students’ positive development and well-
being (Epstein, 1999; Hale et al., 2010; Laija-Rodriguez, 2013). Behavioral 
and emotional strengths can be assessed through inventories, checklists, 
interview schedules, rating scales, and story-board methods (Bozic et al., 2018). 
Strength-based assessments are based on four basic principles: 1) all children 
and adolescents have strengths; 2) children’s motivation and performance can 
be enhanced if teachers, parents, and other adults pay attention to children’s 
strengths; 3) failure to demonstrate a skill or strength does not mean a deficit 
but an opportunity to learn the skill; and 4) education, mental health, and 
social service plans should be based on strengths. Strength-based service 
plans are more likely to involve children and families in treatment (Epstein, 
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2004). Strength-based assessments are a part of supporting children’s 
social and emotional development. Assessments of children’s behavioral 
and emotional strengths focus on affective, interpersonal, behavioral, and 
cognitive adjustment and can serve as tools for intervention planning, 
understanding problems, and facilitating children’s well-being. Knowledge 
of children’s behavioral strengths and problems can be used to develop 
solution-oriented strategies that meet the needs of children and families 
(Merrell et al., 2011). Studies have demonstrated differences among students 
in terms of behavioral and emotional strengths. Students with disabilities 
tend to have fewer strengths than students without disabilities (Lambert et 
al., 2021). Adolescents have fewer strengths than younger children (Ikävalko 
et al., 2023), and boys have been assessed to have lower strengths than girls 
(Lappalainen et al., 2009).

2.2.2	 Behavioral and Emotional Strengths in the School 
Environment

Over the last decades, an increasing amount of research has considered 
children’s behavioral and emotional strengths in school environments, and 
different strength-based intervention strategies and assessment tools have 
been developed and improved (e.g., Elias, 1997; Masten et al., 2011; Sugai et 
al., 2000; Vera & Shin, 2006). Strength-based coaching has been developed 
to enhance children’s engagement and hope. In these coaching sessions, 
participants’ character strengths, personally meaningful goals, and novel ways 
to use their strengths are highlighted. Strength-based coaching programs 
can potentially prevent mental health problems and promote children’s 
well-being (Masten et al., 2011). In environment-focused interventions, 
strengths in the children’s environments, such as in their families and 
schools, are considered and promoted to enhance their resilience. There 
exist many protective and supportive factors in families, schools (e.g., after-
school programs, caring and supportive teachers, and prosocial peers), 
and communities that are beneficial in fostering the well-being of high-risk 
children. In environment-focused interventions, adverse environmental 
effects (such as low socioeconomic status) can be reduced by enhancing 
protective environmental factors (such as after-school programs) (Vera & 
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Shin, 2006). Social and emotional learning (SEL) is widely used in schools to 
promote children’s social and emotional skills. SEL can be implemented in 
a school environment in several ways by focusing on classroom instruction 
and extracurricular activities or supporting the school climate. Promoting 
social and emotional skills is important for helping children and adolescents 
become more resistant to aggressive behaviors and truancy and preventing 
school dropout. (Elias, 1997)

In Finnish schools, behavioral and emotional strengths have been 
emphasized by providing positive behavior support (PBS) (Paananen et al., 
2023) and positive education and character strength interventions (Vuorinen, 
2022). PBS is an approach that offers behavioral support for children 
with disabilities and behavioral problems. It involves positive behavioral 
interventions that trigger socially important behavioral changes that make 
problem behaviors less effective, efficient, and relevant and desired behaviors 
more functional. Interventions in positive behavioral support emphasize the 
redesign of the environment and curriculum and the removal of rewards 
that maintain problem behaviors (Sugai et al., 2000). Character strengths 
can be divided into six virtues: wisdom and knowledge, courage, humanity, 
justice, temperance, and transcendence. These virtues consist of actual 
character strengths, such as creativity, bravery, love, teamwork, forgiveness, 
and appreciation of beauty (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Positive education 
refers to supportive systems that are built according to students’ character 
strengths and promote students’ well-being (Vuorinen, 2022). Positive 
education approaches involve teachers facilitating students’ recognition 
of their own strengths and encouraging students to use their strengths in 
various ways. Students who have more opportunities to use their personal 
strengths in schoolwork have better educational attainment and are more 
engaged in school (Vuorinen, 2022). Although positive behavior support 
and positive education are considered acceptable methods among Finnish 
teachers, these practices are secondary to other pedagogical practices, and 
Finnish teachers may have high thresholds for starting positive behavioral 
support practices (Paananen et al., 2023; Vuorinen, 2022).

The social and academic performance of students improves when schools 
support their psychological well-being and resilience (Doll, 2021). SBAs are 
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used in school environments to assess students’ strengths and build their 
core social-emotional competence. SBAs are useful tools for improving 
students’ educational success and well-being and enhancing family–school 
collaboration. SBAs in schools are aimed at monitoring the psychosocial 
strengths of students to gain greatest comprehensive information on 
students’ psychosocial development. In the school context, SBAs should be 
based on a conceptual framework of psychosocial strengths, the feasibility 
of school-based universal screening measures, and evidence of convincing 
psychometric properties (Paz et al., 2021). A wide variety of tools are available 
to measure children’s strengths in school environments (Simmons & Lehmann, 
2013). Among these, the Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale (BERS-2) 
(Epstein, 2004), Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Goodman, 
1997), and Devereux Student Strengths Assessment (DESSA) (LeBuffe et al., 
2009) are commonly used to assess children’s behavioral and emotional 
strengths in schools. The idea of SBA has evolved in Finnish schools. The 
need for SBAs in Finland is mandated by the national curriculum and three-
tiered educational support system, as well as the worldwide ideological shift 
from using only deficit-based assessment tools (Sointu, 2014). SBA tools are 
used in Finnish schools to identify the strengths of an individual student or 
a whole class and, in turn, facilitate meetings with parents, teachers, and 
other professionals (e.g., school psychologists, school social workers, school 
nurses) to define students’ goals, prepare pedagogical documents, facilitate 
student counseling, and promote the developmental work of municipalities 
and schools (Sointu et al., 2018).

2.3	 Peer Relationships

Behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties are individual-level 
factors that have consequences on children’s school adjustment. In this 
section, school adjustment is discussed in terms of interaction factors and 
children’s peer relationships. Peer relationships can be operationalized as 
interpersonal relationships that occur among individuals with similar levels 
of psychological development (La Greca & Harrison, 2005). Peer relationships 



28

are important for children’s healthy development and provide crucial contexts 
for the acquisition of socioemotional skills, such as empathy, cooperation, 
and problem-solving skills. However, peers can also contribute negatively 
to social and emotional development through bullying, peer rejection, or 
deviant peer affiliations (Pepler & Bierman, 2018). There are various levels 
to peer relationships. On the individual level, the focus is on an individual’s 
position in a peer network; on the dyadic level, research interest is directed 
toward friendship relations and the dynamics of diverse relationships; on 
the group level, the focus is on peer cliques and crowds (Dijkstra & Veenstra, 
2011). In this study, both the individual (sociometric status, individual’s 
belonging to reciprocal peer relationships) and group (peer cliques) levels of 
peer relationships were investigated.

2.3.1	 Sociometric Status
Sociometric status reflects the degree to which someone is liked or disliked 
by their peers. Sociometric status can be divided into five status groups 
based on the positive and negative nominations given by peers (Coie et 
al., 1982): popular (many positive, few negative), rejected (few positive, 
many negative), controversial (many positive and negative), neglected (few 
positive and negative), and average (children who do not fit into any of 
the other categories based on the nominations they received) (Coie et al., 
1982). Children in different status groups have distinct behavioral profiles. 
Popular children are described as socially competent and less aggressive, 
whereas rejected children have elevated levels of aggressive and withdrawn 
behaviors, low levels of sociability, and low cognitive abilities (Newcomb et 
al., 1993). Children in the neglected status group exhibit low sociability and 
aggressive behavior. Compared to rejected children, controversial children are 
aggressive but have good social skills and cognitive abilities (Newcomb et al., 
1993). The term perceived popularity has been mentioned in the literature on 
peer relationship, referring to children known among their peers as popular 
but who are not well-liked. Compared to traditional sociometric popularity, 
perceived popularity is associated with aggression and dominance but not 
with prosocial behavior (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998).
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2.3.2	 Peer Groups
Peer groups or cliques are small groups of close friends that are formed 
based on mutual liking (Ennett et al., 1994; Hartup, 1996). Peer groups 
are important for children’s psychological well-being and socioemotional 
development because peers provide social and emotional support and enable 
the acquisition of new social skills (Ciarocchi et al., 2017; Hartup, 1996). The 
members of peer groups are typically of the same sex, especially before 
adolescence (Hartup, 1996), and peer groups seem to remain stable over time 
(Witvliet et al., 2010). Peer group members tend to be similar in their interests, 
activities, and behavioral characteristics (Ennett et al., 1994; Hartup, 1996). 
This similarity among peer group members is known as homogeneity (Cohen, 
1977) and is a result of selection and socialization processes. The selection 
process involves children selecting friends with similar characteristics, and the 
socialization process involves children conforming to the behaviors of their 
friends over time (Urberg et al., 2003). Even though peer groups are important 
for children’s healthy social and emotional development, involvement in 
deviant peer groups can lead to maladjustment and behavioral difficulties, 
such as juvenile justice and delinquency (Stuart et al., 2008).

2.3.3	 Reciprocal Peer Relationships
In addition to peer acceptance and friendship-based peer groups, reciprocal 
peer relationships are important for children’s adjustment. A lack of reciprocal 
friendships during childhood is a risk factor for adjustment problems, 
including violence and criminality (Kalvin & Bierman, 2017), low self-worth, 
social anxiety, depression, loneliness, and suicidal ideation later in adulthood 
(Flink et al., 2015). Usually, children face difficulties in forming mutual 
friendships for two reasons: they are marginalized by their peers, or they 
prefer solitude activities and are thus isolated from peer networks (Norwalk 
et al., 2021). It is worth mentioning that friendlessness and unpopularity are 
different phenomena. Unpopular or rejected children can still have reciprocal 
peer relationships and feel content. Further, highly popular children can lack 
mutual friendships and thus feel lonely and dissatisfied (Wellman, 2020). 
Behavioral difficulties and low prosocial behavior may cause estrangement 
from peer groups (Witvliet et al., 2010), and a lack of peer group membership 
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may also increase behavioral difficulties. Marginalized children become more 
aggressive, less prosocial, and more victimized over time, whereas isolated 
children experience more internalizing problems, become more victimized, 
and get less protection from peers against victimization (Norwalk et al., 
2021). Friends and good peer relationships are protective factors against 
psychological maladjustment. For example, fewer negative psychological 
adjustment trajectories arise among anxious children with friends than 
anxious children without friends (Markovic & Bowker, 2017).

2.4	 School Adjustment

Children’s cognitive and linguistic skills (e.g., language, verbal, math) are 
the traditional precursors of school adjustment. However, a holistic view of 
school adjustment that includes interpersonal indicators, such as children’s 
understanding and perceptions of school and the classroom environment, 
psychological and emotional well-being during the school day, involvement 
in or disengagement from classroom activities, and academic achievement, is 
needed (Ladd et al., 2010). It is important to note that children’s adjustment 
to school has social and behavioral components in addition to academic skills 
and competencies (Ladd et al., 2006). 

In this study, children’s school adjustment was investigated from two 
viewpoints: academic and behavioral adjustment. Academic adjustment 
refers to students’ academic achievements, whereas behavioral adjustment 
involves teacher assessments of behavior and students’ involvement in bully-
related behaviors (bullying, victimization, and bully victimization). Detailed 
descriptions of the school adjustment variables and their connections to 
children’s behaviors and peer relationships are presented below.

2.4.1	 Academic Achievement
Academic achievement refers to the performance outcomes of activities 
in schools and other educational institutions. Academic achievement 
can be measured by using grade point averages (GPAs) or standardized 
assessments. In developed societies, academic achievement is a key factor in 
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determining whether students can continue their education (e.g., studying at 
a university) (Steinmayr et al., 2014). Students with behavioral and emotional 
difficulties have usually low academic achievement levels, and low academic 
competence leads to more behavioral and emotional difficulties over time 
(Ansary et al., 2012; Ansary et al., 2017; Atoum et al., 2018; Efron et al., 
2020; Kauffman & Landrum, 2018; Romano et al., 2015). Further, behavioral 
strengths lead to better academic achievements via improved student–
teacher relationships (Sointu et al., 2017), and resilient children exhibit better 
academic performance across the formal schooling period (Shi et al., 2021). 
Studies have also reported the importance of prosocial behavior on academic 
achievement. Prosocial actions, such as cooperating with and helping others 
and sharing in childhood, are predictors of high academic achievement (Blake 
et al., 2015; Carprara et al., 2000; Jensen et al., 2023; Oberle et al., 2023).

In addition to affecting children’s behaviors, peer relationships have 
consequences for academic achievement. Many studies have shown that 
children in popular status groups have high academic achievement levels, 
whereas peer rejection is associated with academic failure and learning 
disabilities (Janošević & Petrovic, 2019; Soponaru et al., 2014; Walker & 
Nabuzoka, 2007; Wentzel & Asher, 1995; Zettergren, 2003). Children who are 
rejected by their peers because of aggressive behaviors have the greatest risk 
for academic problems (Wentzel & Asher, 1995). Peer relationship studies have 
shown that the members of peer groups resemble each other in academic 
achievement (Gremmen et al., 2017; Kiuru et al., 2009; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 
2019; Rambaran et al., 2017) and other school adjustment factors, such as 
school burnout (Kiuru et al., 2008), class attendance and truancy (Kassarnig et 
al., 2017; Rambaran et al., 2017); satisfaction with educational track and school 
engagement (Kiuru et al., 2009), and academic norms (Laninga-Wijnen et al., 
2019), especially during adolescence. Socialization and selection processes 
have been found to explain these similarities in academic achievement. 
Students tend to select friends with similar academic achievements, and 
the socialization processes that subsequently place result in students’ 
achievements becoming more similar over time (Gremmen et al., 2017). Many 
studies have demonstrated that children who have friends or are part of 
large peer groups have good academic grades (Delgado et al., 2016; Flink et 
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al., 2015; Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997; Witkow & Fuligni, 2010). Reciprocal peer 
interactions are also important for the development of academic skills among 
young age groups and have consequences for later academic achievement 
(Hanish et al., 2007).

2.4.2	 Behavioral Adjustment
Behavioral and emotional difficulties lead to behavioral problems in school 
environments. Students with behavioral difficulties have problems staying 
on task (Carr et al., 2022), listening and following their teachers’ instructions, 
and participating in classroom actions (Olivier et al., 2020). Behavioral and 
emotional strengths tend to enhance favorable classroom behaviors among 
children. Prosocial behavior is associated with self-regulation, attention, 
inhibitory control, and the ability to following the behavioral norms of a 
classroom (Blake et al., 2015). 

Peer relationships are also related to children’s behaviors. Sociometric 
popularity is associated with prosocial behavior (Warden & McKinnon, 2003) 
and less behavioral and emotional difficulties (Perren et al., 2006). Children 
with behavioral and emotional difficulties face a heightened risk of peer 
rejection (Perren et al., 2006), whereas peer rejection increases the risk of both 
externalizing and internalizing difficulties (Sandstrom et al., 2003). Children’s 
friendship-based peer groups are important for behavioral development 
because children tend to have friends who exhibit similar behaviors. Studies 
have indicated that the members of children’s peer groups are similar in their 
prosocial behaviors (Chung-Hall & Chen, 2010) and externalizing difficulties, 
especially during adolescence (Chung-Hall & Chen, 2010; Fortuin et al., 2015; 
Sijtsema, 2016). However, the similarities in internalizing difficulties remain 
unclear, and studies have reported mixed results. The findings of some 
studies support the similarity among peer group members in internalizing 
difficulties (Hogue & Steinberg, 1995; Siennick & Picon, 2020; Sijtsema, 2016), 
whereas others have not found such similarities among friends (Fortuin et 
al., 2015). One explanation for this discrepancy may be that the friendship 
groups of adolescents with internalizing difficulties are not cohesive (Siennick 
& Picon, 2020), as children with internalizing difficulties tend to see themselves 
as less than their friends (Laghi et al., 2013). Usually, friendships serve as 
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protective factors against behavioral difficulties (Markovic & Bowker, 2017), 
but involvement in deviant peer groups can lead to problematic behaviors 
(Stuart et al., 2008). The behaviors of peer group members have consequences 
for children’s social, school, and psychological functioning. When children 
have more prosocial friends, their social and academic self-perceptions and 
academic performance improve (Chung-Hall & Chen, 2010).

2.4.3	 Bullying, Victimization, and Bully Victimization
Bullying behaviors include bullying, victimization, and bully victimization. 
Bullying refers to direct and indirect aggressive behaviors toward one’s 
peers. It is deliberate, repeated, and involves a power imbalance between 
the victim and perpetrator (Olweus, 1978). Peer victimization refers to a child 
becoming a target of the aggressive behaviors of peers (Hawker & Boulton, 
2000). Some children are both bullies and victims and are thus referred to 
as bully-victims (Salmivalli & Peets, 2018). A child’s involvement in bullying-
related actions predicts later maladjustment. Bullies have an increased risk 
of substance abuse (Kretschmer et al., 2017), victimization increases one’s 
tendency to experience depression and anxiety symptoms (Lee, 2021), 
and bully victimization is associated with the highest risk of multitudinous 
adjustment problems later in life (Yang & Salmivalli, 2013). Bully-victims 
tend to perpetrate more physical and verbal bullying than pure bullies, and 
they are frequent targets of physical, verbal, indirect, and cyber bullying. 
The manifold victimization experiences may increase the maladjustment of 
bully-victims compared to pure bullies (Yang & Salmivalli, 2013). 

Children with behavioral and emotional difficulties often face difficulties in 
interacting with their peers and are thus vulnerable to bullying, (Dietrich et al., 
2023; Marengo et al., 2018), victimization (Lester & Cross, 2014; Marengo et 
al., 2018), and especially bully victimization (Marengo et al., 2018; Skrzypiec et 
al., 2012). Social rejection, behavioral and social difficulties, and weaknesses 
in self-perception are probable causes for children with behavioral and 
emotional difficulties being often involved in bullying (Rose et al., 2011; Smith 
et al., 2012). Bullying perpetration by students with behavioral and emotional 
difficulties may be a result of learned behaviors (e.g., from family or other 
social situations), a reaction to prolonged victimization, or for protection from 
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further victimization (Rose et al., 2011). As in the case of academic achievement, 
most strength-based studies related to peer relationships and school bullying 
have focused on resilience and prosocial behavior. Resilient children and 
adolescents are less likely to engage in bullying and to be victimized by their 
peers than children at-risk (Griese et al. 2016; Moore & Woodcock, 2017), and 
prosocial behaviors are negatively associated with bullying, victimization, and 
bully victimization in most cases (Fu et al., 2023; Griese & Buhs, 2014; Griese 
et al., 2016; Van Noorden et al., 2016).

Peer relationship problems increase children’s risk of bullying, victimization, 
and bully victimization. Friendless children are more commonly involved 
in bullying (Hong et al., 2017), and a lack of friends is especially associated 
with victimization (Estell et al., 2009; Kochel et al., 2015; Perren & Alsaker, 
2006; Scholte et al., 2009) and bully victimization (Kochel et al., 2015; Perren 
& Alsaker, 2006). Children without friends are usually psychologically and 
socially vulnerable and thus have a heightened risk of victimization (Perren 
& Alsaker, 2006). Previous studies have demonstrated that the presence of 
friends is a protective factor against bullying (Bollmer et al., 2005; Kochel et al., 
2015; Jones et al., 2012; Ladd et al., 2011). Friendships involving cooperation 
(Jones et al., 2012), prosociality (Lamarche et al., 2006), companionship, 
help, closeness, and intimacy (Bollmer et al., 2005; Kawabata & Tseng, 2019) 
decrease the likelihood of being bullied.

2.5	 The Effects of Behavior, Emotions, and Peer 
Relationships on School Adjustment

Children’s behaviors (e.g., aggressive behavior and social withdrawal) and 
social relationships (e.g., teachers, peers, and family members) have conjoint 
interactions with overall adjustment (Ladd et al., 2010). For example, behavioral 
difficulties and peer relationship problems contribute independently to the 
experience of loneliness. Children with behavioral difficulties may not be 
accepted by their peers and thus experience loneliness (Vanhalst et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, children’s language skills improve when they have good core 
language skills and a supportive home learning environment (Bornstein et 
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al., 2020), and sociable toddlers show more positive peer engagement when 
caregivers provide behavioral and emotional support (Diebold & Perren, 
2022). 

Previous studies have shown that both behavior (e.g., Moore & Woodcock, 
2017; Romano et al., 2021; Sointu et al., 2017) and peer relationships (Delgado 
et al., 2016; Marengo et al., 2018; Warden & McKinnon, 2003) are connected 
to school adjustment. Behavior and peer relationships not only have separate 
effects but are also interconnected. For example, prosocial behaviors and 
good peer relationships are associated with improved academic performance 
(Blake et al., 2015; Carprara et al., 2000; Jensen et al., 2023; Oberle et al., 
2023), whereas behavioral difficulties combined with peer relationship 
problems are related to low academic grades (Delgado et al., 2016; Newcomb 
et al., 1993; Witvliet et al., 2010). Thus, empirical studies have highlighted 
the importance of behavioral and social factors as well as their interactional 
effects on children’s development.

It is well known that an individual’s behavior and social relationships have 
conjoint effects on school adjustment (Ladd et al., 2010). The interactional 
effects of behavioral difficulties and peer relationship problems on school 
adjustment have been widely studied (e.g., (Delgado et al., 2016; Newcomb et 
al., 1993; Witvliet et al., 2010). Regarding behavioral strengths, the interactional 
effects between prosocial behavior, good peer relationships, and favorable 
school adjustment have been studied (e.g., Blake et al., 2015; Carprara et al., 
2000; Jensen et al., 2023; Oberle et al., 2023). However, children’s behavioral 
and emotional strengths are broader phenomena that include, for example, 
intrapersonal skills, interpersonal relationships, and involvement in school-
related activities (Epstein, 2004). In addition to individual strengths, children’s 
behaviors in different environments (e.g., home and school) should also be 
considered (Sointu et al., 2024). Thus, more research is needed to determine 
how children’s behavioral and emotional strengths are connected to peer 
relationships and school adjustment on a broader scale.
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3	 AIMS OF THE DISSERTATION

The main purpose of this study was to determine how children’s behaviors, 
emotions, and peer relationships are connected to their school adjustment. 
Behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties were examined to gain 
a holistic view of children’s behaviors. Peer relationships have mostly been 
studied in adolescent years. In this study, 3rd and 4th graders in elementary 
schools were considered to add to the extant knowledge on how behavioral 
correlates affect children’s school adjustment and peer relationships in 
middle childhood. The following research questions were formulated:

1.	 Do children’s self-rated emotional and behavioral strengths, behavioral 
and emotional difficulties, and teacher-assessed school abilities vary 
between sociometric status groups? (Study 1)

2.	 Do similarities among peer group members in behavioral and emotional 
strengths, prosocial behavior, and behavioral and emotional difficulties 
among peer group members explain the similarities in their academic 
achievements and teacher-assessed behaviors? (Study 2)

3.	 Do children’s behaviors and peer group membership predict the level 
and trend of school adjustment (academic achievement, bullying, 
victimization, and bully-victim behavior) from third to fourth grade? 
(Study 3)
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4	 METHODS

4.1	 Data Collection

The data collection for this study was part of a larger research project called the 
ISKE network project (Eastern Finland Education Development Project), which 
was operative in 2010–2012. Data were collected from seven municipalities 
in Eastern Finland, and 31 schools took part in the study. Participation was 
voluntary, and the schools signed themselves up for the ISKE project. The 
data for this dissertation were collected in 2011–2012 during normal school 
lessons; the first data collection stage was in spring 2011 when children were 
third graders, and the second was in spring 2012 when they were in fourth 
grade. In studies I and II, only cross-sectional data were used, and in study III, 
longitudinal data were utilized. In both data collection stages, children self-
evaluated their behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties and bully-
related behaviors (bullying, victimization, and bully victimization). Teachers 
assessed the children’s academic achievements and behaviors at school both 
times. Participation in this study was voluntary for both children and teachers, 
and all the participating children had parental permission to participate. The 
children did not had the opportunity to see each other’s answers, and they 
were instructed not to comment on their answers afterwards.

4.2	 Participants

In the first round of data collection, 773 third-grade students (379 boys, 394 
girls) participated in the study. To ensure maximum validity in peer relationship 
studies, it is recommended that only classes with a measurement rate of at 
least 68% and at least five students should be included (Cillessen, 2009). 
After exceedingly small school classes (> 5 students) and classes with low 
measurement rates (> 68%) were removed, the final sample comprised 739 
children (354 boys, 385 girls). The second round of data collection involved 
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540 fourth graders. Due to data loss between the data collection rounds, 
Little’s Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test was performed (Little, 
1988). According to the test results, the data were missing completely at 
random (χ² (175) = 165.864, p = 0.678). The missing data in the second round 
was due to children’s school absences at the time of data collection, their 
moving to another school area, or withdrawals of entire school classes from 
the study. Less than 5% of participants had an ethnic background other than 
Finnish. In Finnish schools, third graders are typically 9–10 years old, and 
fourth graders are 10–11 years old. The class teacher teaches most of the 
subjects in grades 1–6, and children spend most of the school day with the 
same classmates.
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5	 MEASURES

5.1	 Behavioral and Emotional Rating Scale 2 (BERS-2)

The participating children filled the Finnish language version of the Behavioral 
and Emotional Rating Scale 2 (BERS-2) to self-evaluate their behavioral and 
emotional strengths. The BERS-2 is widely used to assess children’s behaviors 
and emotions from a strength-based perspective (Epstein, 2004). The Finnish 
version of the BERS-2 is a psychometrically sound instrument for assessing 
behavioral strengths in Finnish culture (Lambert et al., 2019; Lappalainen et 
al., 2009; Sointu, 2014). A four-point Likert-type scale (from 1 to 4) is used in 
the BERS-2, with 1 indicating that the statement is not at all like the child and 4 
indicating that the statement is very much like the child (Epstein, 2004). The 52 
items of the BERS-2 form five different subscales: interpersonal strengths (IS; 
how a child interacts with others in social situations), intrapersonal strengths 
(IaS; how a child understands his or her own functioning), family involvement 
(FI; how a child interacts with his or her family), school functioning (SF; how 
a child performs in school), and affective strength (AS, how a child gives and 
receives affect). The original BERS-2 also has a career strength subscale, but 
it was not used in this study. Based on these subscales, the overall strength 
index (SI) score can be calculated. Cronbach’s alphas of the subscales varied 
from good to excellent in this study (IS [α = 0.88], IaS [α = 0.80], FI [α = 0.76], 
SF [α = 0.76], AS [α = 0.79]) and SI [α = 0.94]). The BERS-2 can be used as a 
multi-informant assessment tool for children’s behaviors and emotions to be 
evaluated by teachers, parents, and the children themselves (Epstein, 2004). 
Since the focus of this study was on children’s own understanding of their 
behavioral and emotional strengths, only the youth rating scale was used.
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5.2	 Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ-Fin)

The children evaluated their prosocial behaviors and behavioral difficulties 
by filling in the translated Finnish version of the Strengths and Difficulties 
Questionnaire (SDQ-Fin) (Goodman, 1997, 2001; Koskelainen et al., 2000). 
According to previous studies, the SDQ-Fin is a suitable tool for assessing 
children’s strengths and difficulties in Finnish culture and populations (Borg 
et al., 2012; Koskelainen et al., 2000, 2001). The three-point Likert-type scale 
was used, with 1 indicating that the child did not have the measurable feature 
and 3 indicating that the child had the feature. The SDQ-Fin consists of five 
subscales: prosocial behavior, conduct problems, hyperactivity/inattention, 
emotional symptoms, and peer relationship problems. However, for general 
population samples, a three-subscale version of SDQ is recommended: 
prosocial scale (5 items), externalizing difficulties (10 items; conduct 
problems and hyperactivity/inattention), and internalizing difficulties (10 
items; emotional symptoms and peer relationship problems) (Goodman et 
al., 2010). Cronbach’s alphas were good for all the scales used in this study 
(prosocial scale [α = 0.73], externalizing difficulties [α = 0.72], internalizing 
difficulties [α = 0.75]).

5.2.1	 Bully-Related Behaviors
In addition to behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties, children 
self-assessed their bullying-related behaviors (bullying, victimization, bully 
victimization; Study III). On a scale from 1 to 3, the children evaluated how 
often they had bullied other children (bullying) and how often they had been 
bullied by their peers (victimization) that semester, with 1 meaning “not at all” 
and 3 meaning “often.” The bullying and victimization scores were added, and 
a cut-off point of 2 was used to determine whether a child was a bully-victim 
(Solberg & Olweus, 2003).

5.2.2	 Teachers’ Assessments
The teachers assessed the children’s academic achievements and behaviors 
toward other children and teachers in the school environment. Academic 
achievement was evaluated by calculating the GPA of three academic skills: 
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reading, writing, and mathematics. The teachers used a standard Finnish 
subject rating scale ranging from 4 to 10 (poorest to highest) to assess both 
academic achievement and behavior at school. Behavior assessment is 
a part of Finnish school culture, and there are national guidelines for the 
assessment criteria.

5.2.3	 Sociometric Questionnaire
The children’s peer relationships were evaluated using a sociometric 
questionnaire (Coie et al., 1982). Each child named up to three classmates 
with whom they spent time and up to three classmates with whom they did 
not spend any time. They were allowed to provide cross-sex nominations.

In Study I, the participating children were divided into sociometric status 
groups (popular, rejected, controversial, neglected, and average) based on 
their peers’ positive and negative nominations. Status groups were created 
based on four variables that assessed children’s peer statuses: liking (L) and 
disliking (D) scores, social impact (SI), and social preference (SP). The positive 
nominations that each child received were summed to obtain the L score, and 
the negative nominations were summed for the D score. The SI score was 
a sum of the L and D scores, and the SP score was L minus D. These scores 
were standardized within a school class to avoid distortions in the frequency 
of liking or disliking due to class size; the mean was 0, and the standard 
deviation was 1. The following criteria were used to determine children in 
each sociometric group: popular = SP > 1.0, L > 0, D < 0; rejected = SP < -1.0, 
L < 0, D > 0; controversial = SI > 1.0, L > 0, D > 0, neglected = SI < -1.0, L < 0, D 
< 0; and average = -0.5 < SP < 0.5, -0.5 < SI < 0.5 (DeRosier & Thomas, 2003). 
Only children who fit into these sociometric categories were included in Study 
I. There were 88 popular (50 girls, 38 boys), 96 rejected (38 girls, 58 boys), 
44 controversial (15 girls, 29 boys), 76 neglected (33 girls, 44 boys), and 135 
average (68 girls, 67 boys) children.

The focus of Study II was on children’s friendship-based peer groups; 
therefore, only positive nominations were considered. The children gave 
2.32 positive nominations on average, and 4.7.% of the children did not give 
any positive nominations. Sociograms were drawn to determine the peer 
groups wherein the links between the children were reciprocal, unilateral, 
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or indirect. A reciprocal link involved reciprocal nominations between two 
children. A unilateral link involved a positive nomination given by one child 
to another, but not vice versa. An indirect link was a link connecting two 
children via a third child (e.g. Kiuru et al., 2007, 2011; Laursen et al., 2010). The 
following rules, which have also been used in other peer relationship studies, 
were utilized to form peer groups: (1) at least 50% of a child’s reciprocal and 
unilateral links had to be within the peer group; (2) a reciprocal, a unilateral, 
or an indirect link had to exist from each child to every other child in the peer 
group; and (3) a child had to receive at least one positive nomination from 
the peer group (e.g. Kiuru et al., 2007, 2011; Laursen et al., 2010). Peer groups 
were categorized into isolated dyads, cliques, and loose groups. Isolated 
dyads had only two children who nominated each other. Cliques consisted 
of at least three members, and most of the nominations were reciprocal. 
Loose groups were similar to cliques, but less than 85% of links between the 
members were reciprocal. Children who did not belong to any of these groups 
were categorized as isolates or liaisons. Isolates were children who did not 
have any reciprocal, unilateral, or indirect links. Liaisons had links to several 
peer groups, but most of their nominations were unilateral (Kiuru, 2008). 
A total of 431 third-grade children (57.5%) were members of peer groups; 
71 (16.5%) were members of cliques, 236 (54.8%) were members of loose 
groups, and 124 (28.8%) were members of isolated dyads. Only members of 
peer groups were included in Study II because the focus was on the effects 
of peer groups on children’s behaviors and academic achievements. The 
high number of children without peer groups may be explained by school 
absences, children’s friendships outside their own classrooms (e.g., in parallel 
classrooms, hobbies, and the neighborhood), or the fact that only three 
nominations were allowed.

The purpose of Study III was to explore the importance of reciprocal peer 
relationships for children’s school adjustment. Thus, children with peer 
groups (children in cliques, loose groups, and isolate dyads) and without peer 
groups (isolates and liaisons) were included in this study. Children who were 
members of peer groups were classified as having reciprocal friendships, 
group whereas isolates and liaisons were categorized as being outside of 
reciprocal friendships. Since reciprocal friendships are especially crucial for 
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children’s school adjustment (Chen et al., 2010; Kindermann, 2007; Ricard 
& Pelletier, 2016), only the children whose peer relationships were mostly 
reciprocal were counted as peer group members.

5.3	 Statistical Analyses

The statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 27.0 and Mplus version 8.0 
(Muthén & Muthén, 2017). In the first study, a univariate analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) was performed. In Study II, a regression model was formed to examine 
the associations between behavior, emotions, academic achievement, and 
teacher-assessed behavior at school. Intraclass correlations (ICCs) were then 
calculated to analyze similarities in the behavioral strengths and difficulties, 
academic achievements, and teacher-assessed behaviors of peer group 
members at school. Finally, a two-level model was constructed to determine 
whether the self-assessed behaviors and emotions shared by peer group 
members explained the variances in the teacher-assessed behaviors. Only 
the associations between self-rated behavioral and emotional strengths and 
teacher-rated behavior at school were studied at the peer-group level because 
the ICC of academic achievement was not statistically significant. In Study 
III, the children’s behavioral profiles were formed via latent profile analysis 
(LPA). The differences between children with reciprocal peer relationships 
and children without reciprocal friendships in their behavioral profiles were 
resolved through cross-tabulation. Repeated-measures ANOVA was utilized 
to investigate the longitudinal effects of behavioral profiles and peer-group 
membership on the children’s academic achievements, emotional school 
engagement, and bullying involvement.
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6	 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDIES

6.1	 Study I: Behavioural and Emotional Strengths of 
Sociometrically Popular, Rejected, Controversial, 
Neglected, and Average Children

The aim of this study was to investigate how sociometric status groups 
(popular, rejected, controversial, neglected, and average) differ in terms of 
self-assessed behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties, prosocial 
behavior, academic achievement, and teacher-assessed behavior. Gender 
differences and status-by-gender interaction effects were also examined. 
ANOVA was performed to analyze the data.

The children in the sociometric status groups differed in their behavioral 
and emotional strengths and difficulties and school abilities (academic 
achievement, teacher-assessed behavior). The most prominent differences 
were between popular and rejected children. Children in the popular status 
group had more behavioral and emotional strengths and prosocial behaviors 
and less behavioral and emotional difficulties than rejected children. 
Further, popular children had better academic achievements and received 
better behavioral grades from their teachers. The behavioral profiles of the 
controversial children were quite like the profiles of those in the rejected status 
group. However, rejected children had both externalizing and internalizing 
difficulties, whereas controversial children had only externalizing difficulties. 
Neglected children differed from popular and rejected children in some 
circumstances. Neglected children were found to have fewer intrapersonal and 
affective strengths and prosocial behaviors than popular children but fewer 
externalizing difficulties than rejected children. The teachers’ assessments 
revealed that they behaved better at school than rejected children.

This study revealed some gender differences in children’s behavior and 
emotions and school abilities. The girls’ self-assessments of their affective 
strengths and prosocial behaviors were higher than the boys’, whereas the 
boys reported having more externalizing difficulties than the girls. According 
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to the teacher assessments, girls behaved better at school than boys. There 
was only one status-by-gender interaction effect in this study, specifically 
on prosocial behavior, and this interaction effect was statistically significant 
only for boys.

The results of this study showed that children’s behaviors, emotions, and 
school abilities are not separate phenomena. Children with manageable 
peer relationships had favorable perceptions of their own skills and 
performed better at school than children with peer relationship problems; 
the latter tended to have both behavioral and academic difficulties and 
negative views of their own strengths. Rejected and controversial children 
had more externalizing difficulties, whereas rejected children had more 
internalizing difficulties also. The teachers reported behavioral differences 
between popular and rejected children. They assessed popular children’s 
school behaviors as being better than those of average children, whereas 
the behavioral assessment of rejected children were below average. It is 
important for teachers to be aware of children who are rejected by their peers 
so that behavioral interventions can target those who need them the most.

Figure 1. Behavioural profiles of sociometrically popular, rejected, 
controversial, neglected, and average children (Rytioja et al., 2019). 

Figure 1. B e h a v i o u r a l  p r o f i l e s  o f  s o c i o m e t r i c a l l y  p o p u l a r ,  r e j e c t e d ,  c o n t r o v e r s i a l ,  n e g l e c t e d ,  a n d  a v e r a g e  
c h i l d r e n  ( R y t i o j a  e t  a l . ,  2019) .
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6.2	 Study II: Peer Groups, Academic Achievement, and 
the Behaviour of Elementary School-Aged Children: A 
Strength-Based Perspective

This study was conducted to examine the similarities between members 
of children’s friendship-based peer groups in terms of their self-assessed 
behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties, academic achievements, 
and teacher-assessed behaviors. Multilevel modeling was used to investigate 
the potential similarities between peer group members’ behavioral and 
emotional strengths, prosocial behaviors, and behavioral and emotional 
difficulties and thereby explain the possible similarities in their academic 
achievements and teacher-assessed behaviors. A regression model was 
constructed to determine how the children’s strengths and difficulties were 
connected to their academic achievements and teacher-assessed behaviors.

The results of the regression model revealed that children’s school 
functioning as a strength was positively associated with both academic 
achievement and teacher-assessed behavior. Externalizing difficulties were 
negatively related to teacher-assessed behavior, and internalizing difficulties 
were negatively correlated with academic achievement. Gender was 
associated with both academic achievement and teacher-assessed behavior, 
with boys getting lower behavioral grades from their teachers and having 
poorer academic achievements.

ICCs were calculated to examine the similarities between the members of 
the friendship-based peer groups. The peer group members were found to 
resemble each other in their interpersonal and affective strengths, prosocial 
behaviors, and teacher-assessed behaviors but not in their academic 
achievements and behavioral and emotional difficulties. According to the 
study findings, behavioral and emotional traits are more important than 
academic achievements for peer relationships in middle childhood.

Variables with statistically significant ICCs were included in a two-level 
model to resolve whether interpersonal and affective strengths and prosocial 
behaviors explained the similarities in peer group members’ teacher-
assessed behaviors. No statistically significant associations were found. 
Since the strengths were highly correlated with each other, the connections 
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to teacher-assessed behaviors were tested separately for interpersonal and 
affective strengths and prosocial behavior (Step 1). Affective strengths and 
prosocial behaviors explained the variance between the peer groups’ teacher-
assessed behaviors. As most of the children’s friendship-based peer groups 
were composed of same-sex peers (89.5 %), gender was also included in the 
model (Step 2). Gender effects were significant for interpersonal strengths 
and affective strengths, prosocial behavior, and teacher-assessed behavior, 
indicating that differing emotions and behaviors exhibited by the children’s 
peer groups can be explained by gender. The girls belonging to peer groups 
had more behavioral and emotional strengths and better behavioral grades 
from their teachers than boys.

The findings also revealed that children’s school functioning, as a strength, 
was positively associated with both academic achievement and teacher-
assessed behavior. Thus, enhancing children’s scholastic skills, such as task 
orientation and attentiveness in the classroom, can increase their academic 
achievements and behavioral grades. The members of the children’s peer 
groups resembled each other in their behavioral and emotional strengths 
but not in their academic achievements. It is important to consider children’s 
peer groups when implementing behavioral and emotional intervention 
strategies. Teachers in this study tended to give better behavioral grades to 
the members of girls’ peer groups. It is important for teachers to evaluate 
children as individuals and make individual-based judgments rather than 
group-based ones.

6.3	 Study III: Longitudinal Effects of Profiles of Behavioural 
Difficulties and Strengths and Peer Group Membership 
on Children’s School Adjustment

In this study, the longitudinal effects of children’s behaviors and emotions 
(strengths, difficulties, and teacher-assessed behaviors) and reciprocal 
peer relationships on their school adjustment (academic achievement, 
school engagement, bullying, victimization, and bully victimization) were 
examined. First, children’s behavioral profiles were constructed based on 
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their self-assessed behavioral and emotional strengths, externalizing and 
internalizing difficulties, and teacher-assessed behaviors. A latent profile 
analysis was conducted to determine the children’s behavioral profiles. Four 
distinct behavioral profiles emerged in this study: (1) very low strengths 
with clear internalizing and externalizing difficulties (12.65%), (2) average 
strengths and behaviors with low difficulties (70.36%), (3) very low behavior 
assessments with very high externalizing difficulties (7.25%), and (4) above-
average strengths with high internalizing and externalizing difficulties 
(9.75%). Interestingly, a group of children were found to have both behavioral 
and emotional strengths and difficulties. It is possible that these children’s 
behavioral difficulties were not as visible as those of other children and that 
they did not receive negative feedback from their teachers that could impair 
their understanding of own strengths.

Cross-tabulation was then performed to examine whether children 
with different behavioral and emotional profiles were in reciprocal peer 
relationships. The results revealed that children in Profile 4 with high 
strengths and difficulties were often without reciprocal peer relationships, 
despite having behavioral and emotional strengths. It is possible that children 
in this profile were either rejected by their peers or withdrew themselves 
from peer relationships.

The last aim of this study was to determine how the behavioral profiles and 
peer group membership of children in the third grade predicted the changes 
in school adjustment levels from the third grade to the fourth grade. Two-
way repeated measures ANOVAs were used to analyze the data. Interaction 
effects between behavioral profiles, reciprocal peer relationships, and the 
school adjustment variables (academic achievement, school engagement and 
bully-related behavior) were seen only in the children’s bullying behaviors. The 
children’s behavioral profiles and reciprocal peer relationships had interaction 
effects on school bullying. The interaction effects were detected by different 
slopes over time; the group with no reciprocal peer relationships had an 
increasing slope, whereas the others had decreasing slopes. The groupwise 
differences over time were not significant, but the interactions indicate the 
possibility of a lack of reciprocal peer relationships causing increased bullying 
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over time. It is possible that children without reciprocal peer relationships 
perform bullying behaviors to gain status and acceptance among their peers.

Overall, this study showed that children with behavioral and emotional 
difficulties do not constitute a homogenous group. Understanding that 
children with behavioral and emotional difficulties have different behavioral 
profiles is important for implementing intervention strategies for those 
difficulties. The results also indicate that children with behavioral and 
emotional difficulties often lack of reciprocal peer relationships. It is important 
to consider both behavioral and peer relationship factors when implementing 
bullying prevention and intervention measures. Teachers and other school 
staff should identify children with peer problems, especially those students 
who also have behavioral and emotional difficulties. Supporting children’s 
peer relationships and behaviors can help enhance their school adjustment.
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7	 DISCUSSION

The aim of this dissertation project was to investigate how children’s 
behaviors and emotions and especially their self-assessed behavioral and 
emotional strengths and peer relationships are associated with their school 
adjustment. To this end, three studies were conducted from different 
viewpoints. In the first study, the relationships between sociometric status, 
behavioral and emotional characteristics, and academic and behavioral 
adjustment were assessed. In the second study, the relationships between 
children’s friendship-based peer groups and their academic and behavioral 
adjustment were examined. The third study examined the longitudinal 
effects of children’s behavioral profiles and reciprocal peer relationships on 
academic achievement, emotional school engagement, and bullying-related 
behaviors. In this section, the main results are introduced and reviewed 
from three perspectives: behavior and emotions, the importance of peer 
relationships, and the interaction effects of behavior and peer relationships. 
Finally, the theoretical and practical implications are presented.

7.1	 Behavior and Emotions in Relation to School Adjustment

One purpose of this study was to determine how children’s behavioral and 
emotional strengths and difficulties are connected to their school adjustment. 
The findings showed that children’s self-assessed behavioral and emotional 
strengths were associated with good school adjustment. Positive views of 
behavioral and emotional strengths were connected to improved academic 
performance, low involvement in bullying-related behaviors, and favorable 
teacher-assessed behaviors at school. Previous studies have shown that 
behavioral and emotional difficulties weaken children’s adaptation to school 
(Efron et al., 2020; Marengo et al., 2018; Olivier et al., 2020), whereas prosocial 
behavior is a precursor to strong academic (Blake et al., 2015; Carprara et 
al., 2000; Jensen et al., 2023; Oberle et al., 2023) and behavioral (Brass et al., 
2022; Fu et al., 2023) adjustment. The results of this study expand on the 
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previous findings by showing that in addition to behavioral and emotional 
difficulties, children’s behavioral and emotional strengths are also associated 
with school adjustment. Specifically, children with better self-assessed 
behavioral strengths are better adjusted to school. 

Notably, school involvement as a strength was found to be associated 
with both academic achievement and teacher-assessed behavior. Previous 
strength-based studies have reported that resilience (Shi et al., 2021) and 
prosocial behavior (Blake et al., 2015; Carprara et al., 2000; Jensen et al., 
2023; Oberle et al., 2023) are related to academic achievement. Further, 
protective factors promote adaptation to risk factors and thus protect 
children and adolescents from developmental and academic problems 
(Cutuli et al., 2021; Luthar et al., 2000). Children’s understanding of their own 
school-related strengths may serve as protective factors against academic 
and behavioral difficulties and thus promote their academic and behavioral 
adaptation to school. However, in this study, prosocial behavior was not 
connected to academic achievement, as measured by both SDQ and BERS-
2. This contradictory finding may be due to cultural factors or the age group 
considered. The majority of previous studies were performed in cultural 
environments different from the Finnish school context. It is possible that 
prosocial norms are not as crucial in Finnish academic life as they are in 
other cultural circumstances. Some of the earlier studies were longitudinal 
in design (Blake et al., 2015; Carpara et al., 2000) and indicated that prosocial 
behavior in childhood predicts later academic achievement. Some studies 
(Jensen et al., 2023; Oberle et al., 2023) were performed with adolescent 
samples and demonstrated that prosocial behavior is important for academic 
performance. The results of this dissertation project showed that children’s 
perceptions of their own school-related strengths are important in supporting 
their school adjustment, at least in elementary school years.

It is widely known that behavioral and emotional difficulties are associated 
with low levels of behavioral and emotional strengths (Ansary et al., 2017; 
Eisenberg et al., 2009; Lambert et al., 2021). However, the present study’s 
findings revealed that behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties 
are somewhat separate phenomena because they can co-occur in some 
circumstances, contrary to prior expectations. In this study, some children 
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(9.75%) were found to have behavioral and emotional strengths as well as 
internalizing and externalizing difficulties. According to Volz-Sidiropoulou 
et al. (2016), children with behavioral difficulties may have over-optimistic 
perceptions of their own behavioral competence. Since self-evaluations were 
used in the present study, it is possible that some children with behavioral 
problems overestimated their behavioral strengths and had unrealistic views 
of their own behaviors and emotions. The SBA approach is based on the idea 
that all children and adolescents have strengths (Epstein, 2004). Children 
with both strengths and difficulties may recognize their strengths but need 
their teacher’s pedagogical support to use those strengths appropriately. It 
is also possible for children with both behavioral strengths and difficulties to 
have school-related strengths, making it difficult to recognize their behavioral 
difficulties in the school environment. If these difficulties are not visible to 
their teachers, the children may not get the support they need at school.

7.2	 The Importance of Peer Relationships for School 
Adjustment

Peer relationships are important for children’s school adjustment (e.g., 
Delgado et al., 2016; Janošević & Petrovic, 2019; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2019). 
Children’s relationships with their peers were studied from three different 
viewpoints: sociometric status, friendship-based peer groups, and reciprocal 
peer relationships. Sociometric popularity was connected to good academic 
and behavioral performance, supporting previous studies that have detected 
interconnections between sociometric status and improved adjustment 
(Janošević & Petrovic, 2019; Soponaru et al., 2014; Walker & Nabuzoka, 
2007; Wentzel & Asher, 1995; Zettergren, 2003). Notably, the association 
between sociometric popularity and favorable school adjustment was seen in 
children as young as 9–10 years old in the present study. Thus, children’s peer 
relationships should be taken into consideration as precursors to favorable 
adaptation to school as early as possible.

Students tend to select friends with similar academic achievements 
(Gremmen et al., 2017; Kiuru et al., 2009; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2019; Rambaran 
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et al., 2017). However, in this study, the members of the children’s peer groups 
did not resemble each other in academic achievement. Previous studies on 
peer group membership have mostly focused on adolescents, at which age 
the pressure to conform to friendship norms and behaviors is strong (Clasen 
& Brown, 1985). In this study, the sample consisted of 9–10-year-old children 
in their middle childhood—a period during which children’s social skills are 
developing, and the importance of peers is still evolving (Carr et al., 2017; 
Sørlie et al., 2021). Young children get academic support from their parents 
and teachers, and the importance of peers increases as children grow older 
(see Hughes, 2012). The members of the peer groups in this study resembled 
each other in their teacher-assessed behaviors. It is possible that children 
tend to have friends who behave similarly to them or that teachers assess the 
members of a peer group as having similar behavior. In any case, children’s 
peer groups are important for behavioral adjustment before adolescence. 
Thus, it is meaningful to consider peer groups when implementing 
intervention programs for children’s adjustment to the behavioral norms of 
school environments.

In this study, a lack of reciprocal peer relationships was associated with 
an upward trend in bullying behavior over time. It is likely that children who 
form mutual friendships feel socially secure and satisfied in large peer groups 
(Markovic & Bowker, 2017) and may not feel the need to gain status and 
power by bullying their peers. These findings suggest that it is important to 
consider children’s immediate social environments to prevent bullying. The 
results of this study also indicate that reciprocal peer relationships may serve 
as protective factors against later adjustment difficulties in middle childhood. 
However, the time between the measurements taken in this study was only 
one school year, and it is possible that the suggested positive effects of good 
peer relationships would grow in time, especially as the importance of peers 
increases in adolescence. However, it is clear that the formation of positive 
peer relationships should be supported in the early stages of childhood to 
promote favorable adjustment and prevent later difficulties.
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7.3	 Interaction Effects of Behavior and Peer Relationships 
on School Adjustment

In this study, sociometric popularity was associated with high levels of 
behavioral and emotional strengths and academic and behavioral adjustment. 
It is possible that children with behavioral strengths and peer acceptance get 
more positive feedback from their teachers and thus adjust better to the 
academic and behavioral norms of a school environment. Previous studies 
have found that sociometric popularity and positive personality traits are 
related to academic achievement (Janošević & Petrovic, 2019; Walker & 
Nabuzoka, 2007). The present study extends the findings of previous study by 
indicating that children’s behavioral and emotional strengths are connected 
to peer acceptance. Specifically, behavioral strengths and peer acceptance 
were found to have conjoint associations with academic and behavioral 
adaptation to school.

Behavioral and emotional strengths and low levels of behavioral difficulties 
were related to the presence of reciprocal peer relationships. Conversely, 
having both behavioral and emotional strengths and internalizing and 
externalizing difficulties was associated with a lack of mutual friendships. It 
is possible that children with both behavioral strengths and difficulties have 
school-related strengths but social difficulties. They may need pedagogical 
support from their teachers and other adults to improve their social skills. 
Behavioral and emotional difficulties (Dietrich et al., 2023; Marengo et al., 
2018) and friendlessness (Hong et al., 2017) have been found to be risk 
factors for bullying perpetration. The findings of the present study suggest 
that the presence of reciprocal friendships may be related to the positive 
development of bullying situations. These findings highlight that reciprocal 
peer relationships are important for bullying prevention. For example, 
victimization studies have shown that the social support provided by friends 
can serve as buffers that reduce the detrimental effects of victimization 
on children’s psychosocial adjustment (Davidson & Demaray, 2007; Qin et 
al., 2023). It is possible that this kind of social support is also a protective 
factor against bullying behaviors. Thus, friendships may reduce children’s 
behavioral and emotional difficulties. 
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Most of the children’s friendship-based peer groups involved same-
gender peers; only 10% were cross-gender peer groups. Compared to the 
boys’ peer groups, the members of girls’ peer groups assessed themselves 
as having high levels of behavioral and emotional strengths, and teachers 
gave the girls better behavioral assessments. The gender compositions of the 
children’s peer groups explained the differences in the teachers’ behavioral 
assessments between peer groups, as opposed to the children’s self-assessed 
strengths, which suggests that teachers’ behavior assessments are strongly 
gender related. This may be due to gender differences in peer culture. Boys 
tend to exhibit physically aggressive actions in their peer groups, whereas 
girls’ peer aggression is less visible and more relational (Shi & Xie, 2012). 
Boys’ play is more active and forceful than girls’ play (Fabes et al., 2003), and 
members of girls’ peer groups value prosocial behaviors (Markovic & Bowker, 
2014). The teachers in this study may have equated the boys’ active playing 
with disruptive behavior and thus given them lower behavioral grades. It is 
also possible that the girls’ peer culture conformed better to the behavioral 
norms of the school environment. In general, the results underline the fact 
that the behavior in children’s social environment is a crucial factor affecting 
their school adjustment and teachers’ judgments. 

7.4	 Theoretical Implications

This study has noteworthy theoretical implications. First, in addition to 
behavioral difficulties, children’s behavioral and emotional strengths are 
related to school adjustment. In general, strengths were associated with 
preferable adjustment to school. Both theoretical and empirical foundations 
have highlighted the negative associations between behavioral difficulties 
and school adjustment. Behavioral and emotional difficulties predict school 
adjustment problems, and low adjustment to school is a risk factor for 
behavioral difficulties (Ladd et al., 2010; Marengo et al., 2018; Marsh et al., 
2019; Romano et al., 2015). However, the findings of this study indicate that, in 
addition to the previously known association between behavioral difficulties 
and low school adjustment (e.g., Ladd et al., 2010), children’s self-assessed 
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behavioral and emotional strengths are connected to improved school 
adjustment. Further, behavioral and emotional strengths are connected to 
both academic and behavioral adjustment. This study showed that behavioral 
and emotional strengths and difficulties are separate phenomena that can 
co-occur. Contrary to the general view that high difficulties automatically 
denote low strengths (Eisenberg et al., 2009), this study showed that high 
difficulties can co-exist with high strengths. This result emphasizes that 
children’s behaviors and emotions can be complex and ambiguous, involving 
various dimensions.

Second, the results highlight the importance of peer relationships for 
children’s school adjustment. Multiple dimensions of peer relationships were 
found to be connected to school adjustment, including peer acceptance, 
friendship-based peer groups, and reciprocal peer relationships. Peer 
acceptance was associated with both academic and behavioral adjustment, 
whereas peer groups and reciprocal friendships were associated with 
behavioral adaptation to school. This suggests that school adjustment is a 
phenomenon that not only affects individual students but is also related to 
the immediate context where peers play a special role. In developmental 
psychology, peer relationships have been recognized as especially meaningful 
during adolescence (Hafen et al., 2012), whereas in middle childhood, the 
importance of peers is still emerging (Sørlie et al., 2021). The findings of 
this study revealed that peer relationships are already important in middle 
childhood, especially for children’s behavioral adjustment. Based on the 
results of this study, the roles of peer relationships should be considered in 
the early and middle childhood stages.

Third, behavioral and emotional strengths were connected to good peer 
relationships, and these had conjoint associations with school adjustment. The 
results of this study extend the findings of previous studies by showing that 
children’s behavioral strengths and multiple dimensions of peer relationships 
are related to children’s adaptation to school in middle childhood. Strength-
based theories such as positive youth development (Lerner et al., 2005), 
positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), resilience theory 
(Luthar et al., 2000), and strength-based assessment (Epstein, 2004) emphasize 
an individual’s skills, competencies, and characteristics. By showing the 
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interconnection between children’s behavioral and emotional strengths and 
peer relationships, this study adds to the knowledge of the social dimension 
of children’s strengths. Behavioral and emotional strengths have been found 
to predict improvements in academic achievement via strong student–
teacher relationships. In other words, behavioral and emotional strengths are 
predictors of good relationships between students and teachers, which then 
predicts enhanced academic achievement (Sointu et al., 2017). It is possible 
that behavioral and emotional strengths are also predictors of improved peer 
relationships, in turn resulting in increased adjustment to the academic and 
behavioral demands of the school environment.

7.5	 Practical Implications

The results of this study can be used in developing educational practices 
and assessment strategies. In educational settings, healthcare systems, and 
social services, children’s behavioral and emotional strengths should be 
observed in addition to behavioral difficulties. Strength-based theories have 
emphasized that the use of both strength- and difficulties-based assessment 
practices can provide a holistic view of children’s behavior (Lambert et al., 
2015; Trout et al., 2003). By recognizing children’s behavioral strengths as well 
as difficulties, targeted behavioral interventions can be developed to prevent 
possible adjustment difficulties. SBA practices can be used, for example, 
to recognize children’s strengths, in meetings with parents, students, and 
other school personnel, and when implementing educational plans (Sointu 
et al., 2018). This study also showed that behavioral and emotional strengths 
are connected to both peer relationships and school adjustment and are 
thus important parts of children’s development. It is also worth mentioning 
that children with behavioral and emotional difficulties do not have similar 
behavioral profiles. Thus, specific intervention practices are needed. In 
addition to punishment strategies, teachers should provide children with 
positive guidance, choices that stop inappropriate behavior, or alternative 
courses of action that end disruptive behavior. Versatile strategies to tackle 
inappropriate behavior teach children what they need to know to behave 
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more appropriately in the future, thereby strengthening the student–teacher 
relationship and addressing the root cause of problematic behavior (Kaiser 
& Rasminsky, 2021). It is also important to emphasize children’s strengths in 
behavioral guidance and provide positive feedback for appropriate behaviors.

Attention should be paid to children’s peer relationships during middle 
childhood to prevent difficulties later on and to support children’s adjustment 
to the school environment. Teachers can facilitate children’s peer relationships 
in several ways, such as by maintaining positive relationships with their 
students, avoiding highlighting differences in children’s relative abilities, and 
emphasizing cooperative rather than competitive goal structures. Teachers 
can maintain the social and emotional climate of the classroom through 
clear classroom rules and routines, nonpunitive punishment strategies, 
child-centered practices, positive emotional expression, and instruction that 
accounts for individual differences (Hughes, 2012). Different intervention 
strategies that enhance children’s socioemotional development, such as SEL 
(Elias, 1997), Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS; Kusché & 
Greenberg, 1995), and Second Step (Frey et al., 2005), can be used in school 
environments. It is important to identify children who need adults’ support and 
guidance in their peer relationships to prevent later adjustment problems. The 
results of this study revealed that a lack of friends is a risk factor for bullying 
behaviors. Thus, antibullying programs (e.g., KiVa; Salmivalli & Poskiparta, 
2012) can be beneficial in enhancing children’s peer relationships. Although 
peers are crucial elements of children’s lives and teachers should be aware of 
their students’ peer relationships, teachers should see children primarily as 
individuals and avoid making biased assessments based on their peer groups. 
In addition to peer relationships, children may form social relationships with 
teachers and other school personnel. Social, pedagogical, and emotional 
support provided by teachers and other adults can help children develop 
good relationships with their peers. 

Finally, it is especially important to support children who have both 
behavioral and emotional difficulties and peer relationship problems to 
prevent further negative development and facilitate their adaptation to 
school. Behavioral and emotional strengths need to be taught, like any other 
skills. Children with difficulties in both behavioral management and peer 
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relationships should be identified in educational systems so that suitable 
targeted interventions and instructional practices can be established to 
address their socioemotional difficulties. Focusing on children’s socioemotional 
development largely contributes to academic, behavioral, emotional, and 
motivational outcomes (Korpershoek et al., 2016), and supporting prosocial 
behavior inhibits children’s estrangement from peer groups (Witvliet et al., 
2010). In addition to academic skills and competencies, social and behavioral 
abilities and peer-mediated learning strategies should be emphasized in 
educational curricula to enhance children’s socioemotional development 
and adaptation to educational systems. Children’s social and behavioral skills 
can be enhanced by universal, school-based social and emotional programs. 
Universal preventive strategies have been denoted to improve children’s 
social and emotional skills, attitudes, behaviors, and academic achievement 
(Durlak et al., 2011) It is important to recognize children’s social, behavioral, 
and emotional difficulties to fully understand the behavioral deficiencies for 
which children need rehabilitation and guidance. However, to maximize the 
remedying effect of behavioral interventions and assessment strategies, 
children’s socioemotional strengths and skills should also be noted. Failure 
to demonstrate a behavioral strength should be seen as an opportunity for 
learning; thus, children’s educational plans should be based on their strengths 
(Epstein, 2004). To fully understand and address the underlying mechanisms 
of children’s adjustment difficulties, teachers and other personnel in schools, 
healthcare systems, and social services need to pay attention to children’s 
behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties, peer relationships, and 
the reciprocal relations between them.

7.6	 Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study has some limitations that are worth mentioning. First, although 
the use of self-assessments has certain strengths, it is a limitation of this 
study. Young children tend to process information selectively to maintain 
an optimistic view of themselves (Boseovski, 2010). Some children may have 
problems recognizing their behavioral strengths and difficulties realistically. 
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According to previous studies, children with behavioral problems (Volz-
Sidiropoulou et al., 2016) and peer relationship difficulties (Zakriski & Coie, 
1996) tend to overemphasize their skills and capacities. To gain a holistic 
understanding of children’s behaviors and emotions, teacher or parent 
evaluations should be included in addition to self-evaluations in future 
studies. 

In the sociometric questionnaire, children were required to mention 
up to three peers from the same classroom. Peer relationships outside 
the classroom (e.g., in hobbies, parallel classes, or neighborhoods) were 
not considered. It is possible that the limited number of nominations and 
delineation of nominations to classrooms led to children with friends being 
classified as unfriended or rejected. However, in sociometric studies, limited 
nominations in restricted social settings are more common than unlimited 
nominations (Cillessen & Bukowski, 2018). Many sociometric studies have 
been performed in classrooms. According to an individualistic view of social 
status, children’s social statuses are dependent on individual traits and 
are unchangeable across different social settings, whereas a group view 
emphasizes the norms of the surrounding social group and that children’s 
social statuses can change according to the social group they’re in. It remains 
unclear whether individual traits determine social status more than group 
norms (Cillessen & Bukowski, 2018). Thus, future studies should include 
sociometric investigations of childhood social circumstances other than 
schools, including hobbies, play groups in the neighborhood, or after-school 
programs, and provide the option of unlimited nominations.

The effects of children’s behaviors and peer relationships on school 
adjustment were examined in this study. However, many other factors are 
also associated to children’s adjustment to school, such as self-resilience, 
the parent–child relationship, and teachers’ support (Lee et al., 2014). It is 
possible that some of these factors contributed to the present study’s results. 
It would be meaningful to include other individual, family, and school factors 
in future school adjustment studies to define the effects of these factors on 
children’s behaviors, peer relationships, and school adjustment.

Children’s peer popularity can be categorized as sociometric popularity 
(Coie et al., 1982) and perceived popularity (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998), 
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with each having different behavioral and developmental profiles. Sociometric 
popularity is associated with prosocial behavior, low aggression, and favorable 
development (Newcomb et al., 1993), whereas perceived popularity is 
related to aggressive, dominant behaviors and controversial developmental 
outcomes (Parkhurst & Hopmeyer, 1998). In this study, only sociometric 
popularity was reviewed, ignoring the possible effects of perceived popularity. 
In the future, it would be useful to assess children’s perceived popularity 
in middle childhood and examine this factor’s associations with behavioral 
and emotional strengths and school adjustment. Additionally, sociometric 
rejection can be distributed to aggressive-rejected and withdrawn-rejected 
children, whose behaviors and development differ from each other (Zakriski 
& Coie, 1996). In this study, peer rejection was examined using a unilateral 
variable, leaving the possible effects of the different dimensions of peer 
rejection unstudied. Thus, future strength-based studies should examine the 
distinct types of peer rejection to understand the differences in children’s 
perceptions of their behavioral strengths.

This study mostly followed a cross-sectional design, leading to some 
causality problems. It is impossible to confirm from the results of this study 
whether good peer relationships and behavioral and emotional strengths 
are the causes of good adjustment or if adjustment can enhance children’s 
perceptions of their strengths and ameliorate their peer relationships. Previous 
studies have demonstrated that the associations between behavioral and 
emotional difficulties (Efron et al., 2020; Rose et al., 2011; Wang & Fredricks, 
2014), peer relationships (Sanchez-Sandoval & Verdugo, 2021; Wentzel, 2003), 
and school adjustment are bidirectional. The results of this study suggest 
that bidirectionality exists between behavioral and emotional strengths, 
peer relationships, and school adjustment. More research is still needed 
to address the causal relationships between behavioral strengths, peer 
relationships, and school adjustment. It would also be fruitful to implement 
universal intervention strategies in Finnish schools and to study the effects 
of behavioral support interventions on the Finnish school system.

The data for this study were collected in 2011–2012, which is not recent. 
Nevertheless, the data obtained were valid for drawing conclusions and 
answering the research questions given in this paper. While some changes 
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have taken place in schools (e.g., increased usage of electronic devices), the 
Finnish school system mostly remains the same as it was 12 years ago. 

7.7	 Ethical Considerations

The study data were collected in 2011–2012 through the ISKE network (Eastern 
Finland Education Developmental Project). The data collection process and 
investigations were conducted in accordance with the ethical guidelines of 
the University of Eastern Finland. The children and their teachers participated 
voluntarily and had the option of withdrawing from the study without any 
negative consequences. The children’s parents or other legal caregivers 
provided written permission for their children’s participation in this study. 
The research data were anonymized to protect participants’ privacy, and only 
numerical information was processed during the research. 

The use of a sociometric questionnaire raises ethical concerns because 
the children were asked to evaluate each other in a potentially negative way. 
Careful instructions and procedures, such as an emphasis on confidentiality 
and respect for privacy in the classroom, were needed to prevent negative 
consequences (Cillessen & Bukowski, 2018). The teachers supervised the data 
collection process, and children were asked not to discuss their answers 
afterward. During the data analysis, code numbers were used instead of 
names. Notably, only a small number of problems are associated with 
sociometric studies. Sociometric studies have many benefits that may 
outweigh the potential risks; they allow for selecting children for interventions, 
evaluating the effects of interventions, and increasing the awareness of basic 
social development processes (Cillessen & Bukowski, 2018).
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8	 CONCLUSION

The findings of this dissertation extend the literature on joint associations 
between children’s behaviors, emotions, peer relationships, and school 
adjustment. Children’s behavioral and emotional strengths and difficulties 
were found to be connected to peer relationships, with conjoint relations 
to school adjustment. This adds to the knowledge of the interaction effects 
between children’s behaviors, peer relationships, and school adjustment. 
In addition, children’s self-assessed behavioral and emotional strengths 
were connected to school adjustment, peer acceptance, reciprocal peer 
relationships, and friendship-based peer groups. Children’s peer relationships 
were especially related to behavioral adjustment. Further, children with high 
strengths and few difficulties had good peer relationships, and these had joint 
relations with favorable school adjustment. The results of this study can be 
utilized to enhance children’s adaptation to school and thereby prevent the 
negative cycle by which behavioral difficulties and peer relationship problems 
affect children’s academic and behavioral adjustment.
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ABSTRACT
Many behavioural and emotional characteristics are associated with
children’s peer relationships. The purpose of this study is to examine
behavioural and emotional strengths of sociometrically popular,
rejected, controversial, neglected, and average children. 773 third-
grade children (51% girls) are assessed with a sociometric question-
naire and self-evaluations of their behavioural and emotional strengths
and di�culties. Teacher evaluations are also used to assess the chil-
dren’s academic competencies and behaviour. Univariate analysis of
variance (ANOVA) is used to analyse the data. Results indicate that
children in the popular status group assess their behavioural and
emotional strengths as being better than children in the rejected status
group. The behavioural pro�le of the controversial status group is
similar to that of the rejected status group. Children in the neglected
status group di�er from other sociometric status groups in some
behavioural and emotional strengths. Issues pertaining to gender
di�erences are also discussed.
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Introduction

Children with positive peer relationships are typically described as better adjusted than
those who have problems with peers. Successful peer relationships are connected to
positive development in childhood (Nelson et al. 2010; Teunissen et al. 2011) and later in
adulthood (Gest et al. 2006), whereas problems in peer relationships are associated with
developmental risk factors (Almquist and Brännström 2014; Gest et al. 2006; Laine et al.
2010; Parker and Asher 1987; Woodward and Fergusson 2000).

Previous studies have indicated that children’s peer relationships correlate with their
behavioural and emotional characteristics (e.g. Bierman 2004; Braza et al. 2007; Coie,
Dodge, and Coppotelli 1982; Coie, Dodge, and Kupersmidt 1990; Newcomb, Bukowski,
and Pattee 1993). A major focus of peer relationships research has largely been on
children’s de�cits, problems, and pathologies, for example, in aggressive behaviour (e.g.
Faris and Ennett 2012; Rodkin and Berger 2008), depressive symptoms (e.g. Blöte et al.
2012; Teunissen et al. 2011; Bell-Dolan, Foster, and Christopher 1995), and learning
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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine how the mem-

bers of children's peer groups resemble each other in terms

of behavioural and emotional strengths, academic achieve-

ment and behaviour at school. The participants were 739

9- to 10-year-old children (354 boys, 385 girls) from

30 Finnish elementary schools. 431 children (241 girls,

190 boys) were part of peer groups. Less than 5% of partici-

pants were other than Finnish origin. The children self-

assessed their behavioural and emotional strengths, and

teachers evaluated the children's academic achievement

and behaviour at school. Children also filled the sociometric

questionnaire and sociograms were drawn to identify peer

groups. Standardized beta values of regression analyses

were used as indicators of effect sizes. The results showed

that when observed as a strength, children's school func-

tioning was positively linked to both academic achievement

and behaviour at school. The intraclass correlations (ICC)

revealed that members of peer groups resembled each

other in terms of behavioural strengths, and behaviour at

school, but not in academic achievement. The gender com-

position of peer groups explained the variance in behaviour

at school between peer groups. The results of this study
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highlight the importance to consider children's peer group

also when implementing behavioural interventions.

K E YWORD S

academic achievement, behaviour assessment, behavioural and
emotional strengths, elementary school-aged children, peer
groups

1 | INTRODUCTION

Children spend most of the school day interacting with their peers. It is not unexpected that children's peer relation-

ships have implications for many parts of their lives. Numerous studies have indicated that peer relationships have

effects on children's academic achievement (e.g., Chen et al., 2005, 2008; Guay et al., 1999) and their behavioural

antecedents (e.g., Chen et al., 2008; Liem & Martin, 2011; Wentzel et al., 2010). Children interact more with

behaviourally similar peers (Farrell et al., 2016; Gremmen et al., 2019; Witvliet et al., 2010), and from early adoles-

cence, the members of children's peer groups start to resemble each other in terms of academic achievement

(Gremmen et al., 2017; Kiuru et al., 2008).

The assessment of children's behaviour has been mostly concerned with problems, deficits and pathologies,

whereas children's strengths, skills and competencies are less studied (Renkly & Bertolini, 2018). However, using a

strength-based approach, a more holistic view of children's behaviour can be obtained. Strength-based assessment

also provides tools to assess the absence of necessary skills that can be important for development (Climie &

Henley, 2016). It has also been detected that strength-based assessment and intervention models can lead to an

overall positive school environment and to students feeling more motivated to recognize academic and behavioural

issues that need to be fixed (Brownlee et al., 2012). In this study, the focus of children's peer relationships and

behavioural and emotional strengths provides a novel and different perspective on children's behavioural and emo-

tional life. The intention of this study is to raise awareness of children's behavioural and emotional strengths and

their connectedness to children's peer relationships.

In middle childhood (between the ages of 5 and 12), children start elementary school, learn the exhaustive list of

skills needed in adulthood and form successful relationships with peers (Huston & Ripke, 2006). At this age, children

learn many academic skills, such as reading and mathematics, and become more aware of themselves (Eccles, 1999).

In middle childhood, play is the most crucial way to interact with agemates, and it is important for children's social,

emotional and cognitive development (Bergen & Fromberg, 2009). Because in middle childhood children start to

form more cohesive peer groups compared to younger children (Huston & Ripke, 2006). This study was performed

by middle childhood sample.

The purpose of this study was to examine how elementary school-aged children's self-assessed behavioural and

emotional strengths are connected to their academic achievement and behaviour at school. The connections

between behavioural and emotional strengths, academic achievement and children's behaviour at school were inves-

tigated both at the individual and the peer group level. The similarities between peer group members regarding their

behavioural and emotional strengths, academic achievement and behaviour at school are also investigated.

1.1 | Peer relationships, academic achievement and behaviour

Children's behaviour has been typically described by behavioural and emotional difficulties which can be distributed

to externalizing and internalizing problems. Externalizing problem behaviour involves disruptive behaviour such as

2 of 18 RYTIOJA ET AL.

fighting, conduct problems or physical or verbal aggression, whereas internalizing problems typically consist of social

withdrawal, shyness, anxiety or depression. Externalizing and internalizing difficulties can co-occur and they usually

lead academic and peer relationship problems (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018).

Peer relationships are interpersonal relationships established during social interaction among peers

(La Greca & Harrison, 2005). Peer relationships play an important role in children's scholastic development

because relationships with peers foster feelings of connection with classmates and thus enable children to par-

ticipate in classroom activities (Guay et al., 1999). Children gain social support from their peers to manage bet-

ter in school-related tasks (Wentzel et al., 2010), and the behavioural characteristics of peer groups have

effects on children's academic performance (Chen et al., 2005). For example, academic achievement of victim-

ized children declines if a child is part of aggressive peer group (Schwartz et al., 2008) whereas prosocial peers

provide protection against harmful effects of victimization (Lamarche et al., 2006). According to earlier studies,

if schools are fostering positive and adaptive peer groups this can lead to better educational and behavioural

outcomes for all.

Children's social and emotional skills develop throughout their middle childhood years. During this age period,

children experience the transition to elementary school, and their participation in peer-related activities increases

(Carr et al., 2017; Sørlie et al., 2021). Conformity to peer pressure increases especially in early adolescence

(Huston & Ripke, 2006). For example, aggressive and disruptive behaviour in classrooms is related to an increased

likelihood of having aggressive friends (Powers et al., 2013) whereas friends' prosocial behaviour is associated with

increased prosocial behaviour (Farrell et al., 2016). It is useful to explore children's behavioural and emotional

strengths, and peer relationships at this age when their behavioural and emotional skills are still evolving.

1.2 | Peer group similarity in academic achievement and behaviour

Peer group means a group of people who are linked by common interests and typically similar age (Adler &

Adler, 1998). According to earlier studies, peer group members resemble each other in terms of academic

achievement, especially in adolescence. In a Finnish sample of ninth-grade students, 49% of the variance in

academic achievement was found to be due to similarities between peer group members (Kiuru

et al., 2008). The academic similarity in younger elementary school-aged children's peer groups has been

studied less frequently.

The members of students' peer groups resemble each other in both positive (e.g., prosocial behaviour) and

negative (e.g., aggressive behaviour) behavioural characteristics (Farrell et al., 2016). Students tend to select

friends who are similar to themselves in academic achievement and externalizing difficulties. Peers also influ-

ence one another in the area of academic achievement and externalizing difficulties (Rambaran et al., 2017).

Mechanisms such as information exchange, modelling and reinforcement explain the similarities among friends

(Ryan & Shin, 2018). However, less is known about how the members of children's peer groups resemble each

other in terms of their self-assessed behavioural and emotional strengths and behaviour at school, especially

in the elementary school age group.

In middle childhood, children have increased cognitive capabilities and self-awareness, but they do not experi-

ence as much peer pressure as adolescents. Thus, this age period may be a good time to maximize the potential for

positive growth that can help children's well-being (Huston & Ripke, 2006).

1.3 | Behavioural and emotional strengths

Students' behavioural and emotional strengths can be viewed based on several approaches. Strengths can be theo-

rized from, for example, the perspectives of positive youth development (e.g., Damon, 2004) or positive psychology
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(Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Examples of typical strength-based measurement models are the five Cs of positive

youth development (Geldhof et al., 2014) and strengths of character (e.g., Peterson & Park, 2009). One typically

assessed children's strength is prosocial behaviour which means desirable social behaviour like helping, sharing and

co-operating (Kauffman & Landrum, 2018). Strengths can be also assessed from a special education or mental health

perspective (Epstein, 2004; Sointu, 2014) or measured with the Behavioural and Emotional Rating Scale 2 (BERS-2;

Epstein, 2004) which was used in this study.

Earlier research has indicated that children's behavioural and emotional strengths are connected to their aca-

demic achievement and behaviour at school. Behavioural and emotional strengths in fifth grade are connected

to better academic achievement in seventh grade (Sointu et al., 2017), whereas teacher-rated school functioning

and prosocial behaviour explain academic achievement in younger children (Whitley et al., 2010). Students with

school-identified emotional disturbance problems have reported lower behavioural and emotional strengths

(Lambert et al., 2021), and youths with below-average strengths have more behavioural and emotional impair-

ments (Barksdale et al., 2010). Children who are in popular sociometric status group have more behavioural and

emotional strengths, better academic achievement and better teacher-rated behaviour at school compared to

children who are rejected by their peers (Rytioja et al., 2019). However, behavioural and emotional strengths are

less studied from peer group perspective. One purpose of this study is to resolve are the members of children's

peer groups similar in terms of their behavioural and emotional strengths and do the strengths of peer group

members explain possible similarities in academic achievement and teacher-rated behaviour at school.

Focusing on children's behavioural and emotional strengths instead of their problems and deficits in middle

childhood can further contribute to their mental well-being (Brownlee et al., 2012). Strength-based approaches have

been detected to have positive consequences on children's long-term learning outcomes, and by identifying their

preferences, passions and abilities, a positive effect can be obtained with regard to students' self-efficacy

(Galloway & Reynolds, 2015).

1.4 | Gender differences

Children tend to play with same-sex friends, especially in middle childhood (Fabes et al., 2003; Martin et al., 2013).

Boys' and girls' peer groups differ in terms of behavioural antecedents. The members of girls' peer groups are

described as being more relationally aggressive, whereas boys typically embody physically aggressive behaviour in

their peer groups (Shi & Xie, 2012). Boys like to interact in groups, and their same-sex play is more active-forceful,

takes place further away from adults, and is more stereotyped, while girls prefer to play in smaller dyads and closer

to adult supervision (Fabes et al., 2003). Boys' and girls' peer cultures also differ in terms of emotional expressivity.

Girls tend to use more emotion explanations and labels compared to boys. Girls use a higher proportion of collabora-

tive speech, especially with same-gender dyads (Tenenbaum et al., 2011), and they also use more conflict-mitigating

strategies in discrepancy situations (Noakes & Rinaldi, 2006).

Gender differences also exist in academic achievement and in other scholastic behaviour. Many studies have

proved that girls have better grade point averages (GPAs) compared to boys (e.g., Whitley et al., 2010). Previous

strength-based studies have indicated that according to teacher ratings, girls have more behavioural and emotional

strengths (Whitley et al., 2010) and better social skills, such as assertion, self-control and cooperation, compared to

boys (Sørlie et al., 2021).

1.5 | Research questions

Many of the existing studies related to peer groups were performed by adolescent samples, whereas peer groups in

middle childhood (9–10 years old) are less studied. In addition, the focus of behavioural studies has typically been
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in children's behavioural problems and difficulties. It is a meaningful addition to the extant literature to find out how

the members of elementary school-aged children's peer groups resemble each other in their academic achievement

and behavioural characteristics and whether children's self-assessed behavioural and emotional strengths are related

to their academic achievement and behaviour. To fill this gap in the previous literature, the following research ques-

tions were specified:

1. How are elementary school-aged children's self-assessed behavioural and emotional strengths connected to their

academic achievement and teacher-rated behaviour at school?

2. How homogeneous are the members of elementary school-aged children's peer groups with regard to their

behavioural and emotional strengths, prosocial behaviour, behavioural and emotional difficulties, academic

achievement and teacher-rated behaviour at school?

3. Does similarity among peer group members in behavioural and emotional strengths, prosocial behaviour and

behavioural and emotional difficulties explain the similarity in their academic achievement and teacher-rated

behaviour at school?

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Design and procedures

The data were collected in spring 2011 from seven municipalities in Eastern Finland. The ethical standards of

the University of Eastern Finland were followed in the conducting of the study and children responded anony-

mously to the questionnaire. Children self-assessed their own behavioural and emotional strengths and difficul-

ties. They also filled in a sociometric questionnaire. All the children's data were collected during regular school

lessons. Teachers also evaluated their students' academic achievement (mathematical skills, reading and writ-

ing) and behaviour at school (behaviour towards other children and teachers). This study is cross-sectional and

all data were collected at the same time point. For a more accurate review of the data collection, see Sointu

et al. (2014).

2.2 | Participants

The participants of this study were 739 third graders (354 boys, 385 girls) from 30 schools and 50 classes. The

data collection was part of an educational development project supported by the Finnish National Board of

Education and schools signed up for the project themselves. Participating was voluntary for schools, teachers and

children. All the participants had parental permission to take part in this study. The majority of the participants

had Finnish origin, and less than 5% came from other ethnicities. In the Finnish school system, third graders are

typically 9–10 years old, and they spend most of the school day with the same classmates. Class teachers educate

their students in most subjects in grades 1–6.

2.3 | Measures

2.3.1 | Behavioural and emotional rating scale-2

The children's behavioural and emotional strengths were assessed using the Finnish translated version of the

Behavioural and emotional rating scale 2 (BERS-2; Epstein, 2004; Sointu et al., 2014). The BERS-2 evaluates
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Gender differences also exist in academic achievement and in other scholastic behaviour. Many studies have
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strengths (Whitley et al., 2010) and better social skills, such as assertion, self-control and cooperation, compared to

boys (Sørlie et al., 2021).

1.5 | Research questions

Many of the existing studies related to peer groups were performed by adolescent samples, whereas peer groups in
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in children's behavioural problems and difficulties. It is a meaningful addition to the extant literature to find out how

the members of elementary school-aged children's peer groups resemble each other in their academic achievement

and behavioural characteristics and whether children's self-assessed behavioural and emotional strengths are related

to their academic achievement and behaviour. To fill this gap in the previous literature, the following research ques-

tions were specified:

1. How are elementary school-aged children's self-assessed behavioural and emotional strengths connected to their

academic achievement and teacher-rated behaviour at school?

2. How homogeneous are the members of elementary school-aged children's peer groups with regard to their

behavioural and emotional strengths, prosocial behaviour, behavioural and emotional difficulties, academic

achievement and teacher-rated behaviour at school?

3. Does similarity among peer group members in behavioural and emotional strengths, prosocial behaviour and

behavioural and emotional difficulties explain the similarity in their academic achievement and teacher-rated

behaviour at school?

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Design and procedures

The data were collected in spring 2011 from seven municipalities in Eastern Finland. The ethical standards of

the University of Eastern Finland were followed in the conducting of the study and children responded anony-

mously to the questionnaire. Children self-assessed their own behavioural and emotional strengths and difficul-

ties. They also filled in a sociometric questionnaire. All the children's data were collected during regular school

lessons. Teachers also evaluated their students' academic achievement (mathematical skills, reading and writ-

ing) and behaviour at school (behaviour towards other children and teachers). This study is cross-sectional and

all data were collected at the same time point. For a more accurate review of the data collection, see Sointu

et al. (2014).

2.2 | Participants

The participants of this study were 739 third graders (354 boys, 385 girls) from 30 schools and 50 classes. The

data collection was part of an educational development project supported by the Finnish National Board of

Education and schools signed up for the project themselves. Participating was voluntary for schools, teachers and

children. All the participants had parental permission to take part in this study. The majority of the participants

had Finnish origin, and less than 5% came from other ethnicities. In the Finnish school system, third graders are

typically 9–10 years old, and they spend most of the school day with the same classmates. Class teachers educate

their students in most subjects in grades 1–6.

2.3 | Measures

2.3.1 | Behavioural and emotional rating scale-2

The children's behavioural and emotional strengths were assessed using the Finnish translated version of the

Behavioural and emotional rating scale 2 (BERS-2; Epstein, 2004; Sointu et al., 2014). The BERS-2 evaluates
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children's emotional and behavioural strengths based on 52 items in five subscales: (1) interpersonal strength (IS)—

how a child interacts with others in social situations (e.g., ‘When my feelings are hurt, I stay calm’.); (2) intrapersonal
strength (IaS)—how a child understands his or her own functioning (e.g., ‘I trust myself’.); (3) family involvement (FI)—

how a child interacts with his or her family (e.g., ‘I get along well with my family’.); (4) school functioning (SF)—how a

child performs in school (e.g., ‘I pay attention in class’.) and (5) affective strength (AS)—how a child gives and receives

affect (e.g., ‘It's okay when people hug me’). These five subscales form an overall strength index (SI) score. The origi-

nal BERS-2 also includes an optional career strength (CS) scale, but this subscale was not used in this study. The

BERS-2 has separate questionnaires for parents, teachers and youths. We were interested in children's self-ratings

of their own behavioural and emotional strengths, and only the youth rating scale was used.

Within Finnish culture, the Finnish translated version of the BERS-2 has been found to be a psychometrically

sound instrument with acceptable measurement properties (Lambert et al., 2019; Lappalainen et al., 2009; Sointu

et al., 2014). Cronbach's alphas were calculated for this study, and they ranged from good to excellent for all the sub-

scales (IS [α = 0.88], IaS [α = 0.80], FI [α = 0.76], SF [α = 0.76], AS [α = 0.79]) and SI [α = 0.94]. A four-point Likert-

type scale (ranging from 1 to 4) was used in the BERS-2, where 4 means the statement relates strongly to the child,

and 1 signifies that the statement does not relate to the child at all (Epstein, 2004).

2.3.2 | Strengths and difficulties questionnaire

Because behavioural and emotional difficulties have consequences for children's management at school, these

aspects were also estimated in this study. The Finnish translated version (SDF-Fin) of the strengths and difficulties

questionnaire (SDQ) was used to measure both children's strengths and problem behaviour (Goodman, 1997,

2001; Koskelainen et al., 2000). The SDQ-Fin consists of prosocial behaviour (e.g., ‘I try to be nice to other peo-

ple. I care about their feelings’.), conduct problems (e.g., ‘I get very angry and often lose my temper’.), hyperactiv-
ity/inattention (e.g. ‘I am restless, I cannot stay still for long’.), emotional symptoms (‘I get a lot of headaches,

stomachaches or sickness’.) and peer relationship problems (e.g. ‘I would rather be alone than with people of my

age’.) scales, and it is also considered a psychometrically sound instrument in Finnish culture (Borg et al., 2012;

Koskelainen et al., 2000, 2001). In general population samples, it may be better to use a three-subscale version of

the SDQ (Goodman et al., 2010). Consequently, the prosocial scale (5 items), externalizing problems (10 items;

conduct problems and hyperactivity/inattention scales) and internalizing problems (10 items; emotional symptoms

and peer relationship problem scales) were used in this study. The measurement scale in the SDQ ranged from

1 to 3, where 1 means that the child does not have the measurable characteristic, and 3 signifies that the child has

the characteristic. High scores mean that the child has internalizing and externalizing symptoms or a high level of

prosocial behaviour. In this study, children self-evaluated their own externalizing and internalizing difficulties and

prosocial behaviour. The Cronbach's alphas were good for all the scales used (the prosocial scale [α = 0.73], exter-

nalizing problems [α = 0.72], internalizing problems [α = 0.75]).

2.3.3 | Teacher evaluations

Teacher evaluations of academic achievement and children's behaviour at school were used to examine how children

manage at school. Teachers evaluated their students' reading, writing and mathematical skills, as well as their behav-

iour at school (behaviour towards other students and teachers). Behavioural evaluations are teachers' view of chil-

dren's behaviour at school environment. Standard Finnish subject rating (4 is the poorest rating and 10 is the best)

was used in the teacher evaluations. The total scores of these evaluations were calculated to demonstrate children's

academic achievement (reading, writing and mathematical skills) and behaviour at school. The Cronbach's alphas

were good (academic achievement [α = 0.82], behaviour at school [α = 0.75]).
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2.4 | Peer group identification

Sociometric measurement was used to identify children's peer groups (Coie et al., 1982). Children named three class-

mates with whom they spend time and three classmates with whom they do not spend time. Cross-sex nominations

were allowed. Only positive nominations were used to identify children's peer groups. The number of positive nomi-

nations varied from zero to three. The average number of nominations was 2.32, and 4.7% of the children did not

give any positive nominations.

Peer groups were formed on the basis of reciprocal, unilateral and indirect links. A reciprocal link is a mutual pos-

itive nomination between two children. A unilateral link is a positive nomination given by one child to another, but it

is not reciprocal. An indirect link is an association where two children are connected to each other via a third child

(e.g., Kiuru et al., 2007, 2011; Laursen et al., 2010).

Sociograms were drawn for each classroom to identify children's peer groups. The peer groups were formed

based on the following criteria: (1) at least 50% of a child's reciprocal and unilateral links had to be within the peer

group, (2) either a reciprocal, a unilateral or an indirect link had to exist between each child and every other child in

the peer group and (3) a child had to receive at least one positive nomination from the peer group. All these group

membership criteria had to be met for a child to belong to a certain peer group. The child could only be part of one

peer group. If they had links to many peer groups, children were assigned to the peer group within which they had

the most peer nominations. Children who were absent from school were also included in peer groups if the following

criteria were met: (1) 50% of the peer nominations received were from a particular peer group and (2) they received

at least two nominations from their peer group. These criteria have also been used in other studies to identify peer

groups (e.g., Kiuru et al., 2007, 2011; Laursen et al., 2010).

Peer group members can be classified into isolate dyads, cliques and loose groups. Isolate dyads have only two

children who nominate each other. They form a reciprocal link and are not part of any other peer group. Cliques con-

sist of at least three members, and they are highly cohesive peer groups. At least 85% of all possible nominations are

reciprocal in cliques. Loose groups are groups that meet the criteria of peer group formation but, in contrast to

cliques, fewer than 85% of the links are reciprocal. Those children who do not belong to any groups are isolates or

liaisons. Isolates are lone children who do not have any reciprocal, unilateral, or indirect links. Liaisons have links to

several peer groups, but they do not belong to any group (Kiuru, 2008).

A total of 431 children (57.5%) were members of peer groups. 71 (16.5%) were members of cliques,

236 (54.8%) were members of loose groups and 124 (28.8%) were members of isolate dyads. The size of the

peer groups varied from 2 to 9, with an average of 3.24, and there were a total of 133 peer groups. Of the

peer groups, 89.5% were same-sex groups. Children who were not part of any peer group (isolates) or who

did not met the reciprocity criteria (liaisons) were removed from the final analyses. A comparison of group

members (n = 431) and non-members (n = 309) indicated that the children who were members of peer groups

had better academic achievement (M = 8.35, SD = 0.87; t(662) = 1.67, p = 0.00) than children who were liai-

sons or isolates (M = 8.11, SD = 0.83). Members of peer groups had fewer internalizing symptoms (M = 1.51,

SD = 0.33; t(716) = 2.54, p = 0.011) than non-members (M = 1.58, SD = 0.38). No differences were found

with regard to the other variables. In terms of gender, 55.5% of girls and 44.5% of boys were members of

peer groups. Girls were therefore more likely to be members of peer groups than boys (χ2(1, N = 431) = 6.95,

p = 0.008).

2.5 | Data analysis

The data analysis was performed through the following steps: (1) The regression model was constructed to

examine how children's self-assessed strengths were associated with their behaviour at school and academic

achievement. (2) The intraclass correlations (ICC) were calculated to indicate how much of the variance was
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2.4 | Peer group identification
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were allowed. Only positive nominations were used to identify children's peer groups. The number of positive nomi-
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give any positive nominations.

Peer groups were formed on the basis of reciprocal, unilateral and indirect links. A reciprocal link is a mutual pos-

itive nomination between two children. A unilateral link is a positive nomination given by one child to another, but it

is not reciprocal. An indirect link is an association where two children are connected to each other via a third child

(e.g., Kiuru et al., 2007, 2011; Laursen et al., 2010).

Sociograms were drawn for each classroom to identify children's peer groups. The peer groups were formed
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groups (e.g., Kiuru et al., 2007, 2011; Laursen et al., 2010).
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sist of at least three members, and they are highly cohesive peer groups. At least 85% of all possible nominations are

reciprocal in cliques. Loose groups are groups that meet the criteria of peer group formation but, in contrast to

cliques, fewer than 85% of the links are reciprocal. Those children who do not belong to any groups are isolates or

liaisons. Isolates are lone children who do not have any reciprocal, unilateral, or indirect links. Liaisons have links to

several peer groups, but they do not belong to any group (Kiuru, 2008).

A total of 431 children (57.5%) were members of peer groups. 71 (16.5%) were members of cliques,

236 (54.8%) were members of loose groups and 124 (28.8%) were members of isolate dyads. The size of the

peer groups varied from 2 to 9, with an average of 3.24, and there were a total of 133 peer groups. Of the

peer groups, 89.5% were same-sex groups. Children who were not part of any peer group (isolates) or who

did not met the reciprocity criteria (liaisons) were removed from the final analyses. A comparison of group

members (n = 431) and non-members (n = 309) indicated that the children who were members of peer groups

had better academic achievement (M = 8.35, SD = 0.87; t(662) = 1.67, p = 0.00) than children who were liai-

sons or isolates (M = 8.11, SD = 0.83). Members of peer groups had fewer internalizing symptoms (M = 1.51,

SD = 0.33; t(716) = 2.54, p = 0.011) than non-members (M = 1.58, SD = 0.38). No differences were found

with regard to the other variables. In terms of gender, 55.5% of girls and 44.5% of boys were members of

peer groups. Girls were therefore more likely to be members of peer groups than boys (χ2(1, N = 431) = 6.95,

p = 0.008).

2.5 | Data analysis

The data analysis was performed through the following steps: (1) The regression model was constructed to

examine how children's self-assessed strengths were associated with their behaviour at school and academic

achievement. (2) The intraclass correlations (ICC) were calculated to indicate how much of the variance was
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due to similarity between peer group members. (3) A two-level model was constructed to examine whether

the strengths and difficulties shared by peer group members predicted children's academic achievement and

behaviour at school. The data were analysed using Mplus statistical package 8.0 (Muthén &

Muthén, 1998–2017).

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Preliminary analyses

First, the intercorrelations between the variables were calculated for peer group members. Correlations were coun-

ted both within- and between-level (for more information, see Table 1).

Significant gender differences were observed in terms of prosocial behaviour, academic achievement (GPA)

and behaviour at school. Only peer group members were included in these comparisons. Girls were found to have

more prosocial behaviour (M = 2.64, SD = 0.34, t(413) = 4.31, p = < 0.001) than boys (M = 2.48, SD = 0.41),

better academic achievement (M = 8.49, SD = 0.82, t(385) = 3.69, p = <0.001) than boys (M = 8.17, SD = 0.89)

and better behaviour at school (M = 9.06, SD = 0.71, t(385) = 8.11, p = <0.001) than boys (M = 8.43,

SD = 0.79).

3.2 | Regression model

A regression model was constructed to examine how children's self-assessed behavioural and emotional strengths

were connected to their academic achievement and behaviour at school. Because the focus of this study was on peer

group members, only children with peer group were included. Behaviour at school and academic achievement were

contained in the same model because they are correlated with each other (r = 0.376, p = 0.000). The model was sat-

urated; thus, the model fit indices are not presented. The results indicate that gender is associated with both aca-

demic achievement and behaviour. Girls received better academic achievement and behavioural ratings from their

teachers. School functioning, when observed as a strength, was especially related to academic achievement

and behaviour, whereas other behavioural and emotional strengths were not observed to have such an effect.

Externalizing and internalizing disorders were negatively associated with behaviour at school and academic

achievement respectively. Interpersonal strengths were shown to have a negative effect with regard to academic

achievement, and intrapersonal strengths had a similar influence in terms of behaviour at school (see Figure 1). These

unexpected and abnormal results are probably due to a suppressor effect (A suppressor effect occurs when a

variable has zero correlation with the dependent variable while still contributing to the predictive validity of the test

pattern; Lancaster, 1999).

3.3 | ICC calculation

The ICCs were calculated to indicate how much of the variance was due to individual differences (within peer group

variance) and what proportion was due to differences between peer groups (between peer group variation)

(Liljequist et al., 2019). The ICCs were statistically significant for interpersonal and affective strengths, prosocial

behaviour and behaviour at school (for a more accurate review, see Table 1). The statistically significant ICCs were

used to construct the two-level model. ICCs were also calculated for schools. Only 1.2% of variance was explained

by differences between schools. In addition, differences between schools are very small in Finland according to PISA

study (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2019). Thus, the school-level model was not included.
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3.4 | Two-level model

Two-level model was executed to resolve whether the strengths and prosocial behaviour of peer groups would

explain the peer group members' behaviour at school. Only variables with statistically significant ICCs were included

in the between-level model (interpersonal and affective strengths, prosocial behaviour and behaviour at school), and

all the existing variables were tested in the within-level one. Academic achievement was not included as an outcome

variable in the two-level model because there was no statistically significant ICC, and the connections between

behavioural and emotional strengths and academic achievement were presented earlier (see Figure 1). The model

was saturated; thus, the model fit indices are not presented. No statistically significant associations were found (see

Figure 2).

Because strengths were highly correlated with each other (see Table 1), the connection to behaviour grades was

tested separately for each independent variable (step 1). All the executed models were saturated; thus, the model fit

indices are not presented. There was no statistically significant association between interpersonal strengths and

behaviour at school at the between level, Affective strengths explained the variance in behaviour at school between

peer groups. The variance between peer groups in terms of prosocial behaviour explained the variance in behaviour

at school between peer groups (see Table 2).

Because children mostly tend to interact with same-sex peers, the gender effects were tested also

(step 2). All the associations between behaviour at school and interpersonal and affective strengths and

prosocial behaviour were non-significant. Gender revealed significant effects between behaviour at school

and interpersonal strengths, affective strengths and prosocial behaviour between peer groups (see Table 3).

These results indicate that girls and boys differ significantly in their behaviour at school. The members of

F IGURE 1 Regression model of the associations between behavioural and emotional strengths, teacher-rated
behaviour at school and academic achievement (Grade Point Average GPA). Only statistically significant associations
are presented in this model. R2, R squared.
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girls' peer groups received better ratings from their teachers regarding their behaviour. There was

variance between peer groups in relation to affective strengths and prosocial behaviour, but this

variance was explained to a large extent by gender differences. The members of girls' peer groups had

more affective strengths and prosocial behaviour, and they obtained better behavioural ratings from their

teachers.

F IGURE 2 A two-level model of the associations between behavioural and emotional strengths and behaviour at
school. Only variables with statistically significant ICCs are included in the between-level part of the model. R2,
R squared.
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4 | DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine how elementary school-aged children's behavioural and emotional

strengths are associated with their academic achievement and behaviour at school, and how the members of chil-

dren's peer groups resemble each other in terms of behavioural and emotional strengths, academic achievement and

behaviour. School functioning, when observed as a strength, was associated with academic achievement and behav-

iour but only at the individual level. This result is congruent with peer group similarity, where the members of chil-

dren's peer groups do not resemble each other in terms of academic achievement, and school-related skills are

enhanced when the clustering effect is not considered. It also replicates earlier studies where school-related

strengths were found to be associated with better academic results (Sointu et al., 2017; Whitley et al., 2010).

Whereas it is important to enhance children's behavioural and emotional strengths to enable their effective

TABLE 2 Multilevel model of interpersonal strengths, affective strengths, prosocial behaviour, gender and
behaviour at school (step 1).

Step 1 Interpersonal strengths Affective strengths Prosocial behaviour Gendera

βwithin βbetween βwithin βbetween βwithin βbetween βwithin βbetween

(SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE)

0.238*** 0.256 0.075 0.379* 0.319** 0.363* 0.040 0.662***

(0.057) (0.194) (0.061) (0.161) (0.102) (0.158) (0.087) (0.084)

R2 0.057* 0.065 0.006 0.144 0.030 0.132 0.002 0.438***

Note: Only variables with statistically significant ICCs were included.

Abbreviation: SE = standard error.
a1, girl; 2, boy.

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

TABLE 3 Multilevel model of interpersonal strengths, affective strengths, prosocial behaviour, gender and
behaviour at school (step 2).

Gender and
interpersonal strengths

Gender and
affective strengths

Gender and
prosocial behaviour

Step 2 βwithin βbetween βwithin βbetween βwithin βbetween

(SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE) (SE)

Gendera 0.061 0.649*** 0.043 0.697*** 0.056 0.631***

(0.084) (0.107) (0.087) (0.158) (0.087) (0.135)

Interpersonal strengths 0.247*** 0.054

(0.057) (0.203)

Affective strengths 0.067 0.061

(0.062) (0.217)

Prosocial behaviour 0.178** 0.060

(0.054) (0.188)

R2 0.062* 0.441*** 0.006 0.440*** 0.033 0.439***

Note: Only variables with statistically significant ICCs were included.

Abbreviation: SE, standard error.
a1, girl; 2, boy.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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functioning at school and in peer groups, it is also important to support their skills related to school functioning to

promote their academic achievement. Children who have more study-related skills (Putwain et al., 2013) and are

more passionate about learning (Salmela & Uusiautti, 2015) typically experience better academic adjustment.

The strength-based perspective of middle childhood-aged children's peer relationships provides a new insight

for peer relationship studies. The members of children's peer groups resemble each other in terms of interpersonal

and affective strengths, prosocial behaviour and behaviour at school, but not with regard to academic achievement.

This result is inconsistent with earlier studies where similarities in academic achievement have been strongly indi-

cated (e.g., Fortuin et al., 2016; Gremmen et al., 2017; Kiuru et al., 2008). However, previous studies have been

based on teenager samples, whereas this study included middle childhood-aged children. According to this study,

academic achievement is not such a significant factor in peer relationships between younger children. In adolescence,

students start to use peers as a source of social support instead of parents and teachers and favour greater use of

ability grouping (Hughes, 2012). High-achieving students also actively befriend with each other as they enter early

adolescence (Gremmen et al., 2017). This study revealed that elementary school-aged children prefer skills related to

‘being a good friend’ over those linked to academic achievement. Rather than academic achievement, behavioural

correlates are more substantial in middle childhood-aged children's peer groups. It is important to pay attention to

children's behavioural and emotional functioning in their peer groups to enhance children's favourable behavioural

and emotional well-being.

According to this study, the differences in children's behavioural evaluation are mostly explained by children's

gender rather than behavioural and emotional strengths shared by peer group members. One explanation for this

result is that teachers view behaviour in peer groups in a different way. Regarding problematic behaviour, in chil-

dren's peer groups, aggressive and disruptive actions are viewed more negatively by teachers compared to social

withdrawal or rough-and-tumble play (Coplan et al., 2015). Prosocial behaviour is valued, especially in girls' peer

groups (Markovic & Bowker, 2014), and previous teacher ratings have indicated that girls have more behavioural and

emotional strengths than boys (Whitley et al., 2010). Teachers also play a role in children's peer groups. They provide

information and guidance, encourage children to behave in appropriate ways, and control actions that are atypical or

unaccepted in peer groups. Teachers also facilitate children's social interactions, opportunities and general peer

dynamics (Farmer et al., 2011).

4.1 | Limitations

This study has several limitations. Only those children who were part of peer groups were included in this study

and many children were not included in the peer groups. This can be due to school absences and because of

nominations limited to only three peers from the same classroom and it does not take into account friends from

children's hobbies, neighbourhoods, or other classes in the same school. Moreover, reciprocity was emphasized

when peer groups were formed. In future studies, it is important to examine the behavioural and emotional

strengths of all children, including those that do not belong to a peer group. Although self-evaluations are a

workable tool to assess how a child feels regarding his or her own strengths and skills, children can over-

estimate their own strengths and competencies, especially at younger ages (between the ages of 3 and 10)

(Boseovski, 2010). These kinds of evaluation biases can lead to distortions of children's behavioural traits and

may cause children to highlight their own strengths instead of providing a realistic view of their strengths and

difficulties. In further studies, it would be preferable to use multiple informants for strength ratings

(e.g., teachers, parents and self-evaluations) to gain a more realistic view of children's behavioural and emo-

tional lives.

The data of this study are quite old and of course, some changes have been taken place in schools and education

(e.g., increased usage of electronic devices). However, the school environment where children spend time and inter-

act with their peers remains still quite similar to at the time of data collection.
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This study does not consider variables that have been detected as having associations with children's academic

achievement (e.g., socioeconomic status, parental involvement, student–teacher interaction) (Moreira et al., 2013). In

the future, it would be useful to examine how children befriend each other in terms of socioeconomic factors or

interaction with teachers or parents and how these factors are associated with children's academic achievement and

behavioural assessment at the peer group level. The correlational relationships between elementary school-aged chil-

dren's self-assessed strengths, academic achievement and behaviour are examined in this study but cannot be inter-

preted as strong causal relationships because of the cross-sectional design. The longitudinal studies are needed to

resolve whether behavioural similarities between peers effect on behavioural ratings or does children's similar behav-

ioural ratings lead them to befriend with each other. However, children's academic grades or feedback on their

behaviour can have consequences for children's interpretations of their own behavioural and emotional skills. In fur-

ther studies, it is important to clarify how feedback regarding children's skills and competencies is associated with

their strengths and abilities.

4.2 | Practical implications

The results of this study indicate that teachers evaluate the members of girls' peer groups as behaving better at

school compared to the members of boys' peer groups. It has previously been detected that teachers give girls better

grades for academic subjects, and this is probably due to gender bias in grading. These kinds of gender biases are

explained by better in-class behaviour and more diligent homework performance by girls, which confound teachers'

grades (Protivinsky & Munich, 2018). It is possible that teachers also have gender biases regarding behaviour evalua-

tions. It is important that teachers consider children primarily as individuals and make individual-based rather than

group-based judgements.

According to this study, the members of children's peer groups resemble each other in terms of their behavioural

and emotional strengths and teacher-rated behaviour at school. This result highlights the importance of considering

also children's peer group when implementing behavioural interventions. In addition to academic skills and compe-

tencies, teachers should pay more attention to children's behavioural and emotional lives in school environment.

One significant result of this study was that children's self-assessed school functioning, as a strength, was associ-

ated with better academic achievement and teacher-rated behaviour at school. By enhancing children's school-related

skills like task-orientation and attentiveness in classroom, both academic achievement and behavioural grades can be

increased. Teachers should also pay attention how much they emphasize school-related skills when assessing children's

behaviour compared to other behavioural and emotional skills like interpersonal competencies or affective abilities.

5 | CONCLUSION

Self-evaluations of elementary school-aged children's emotional and behavioural strengths were used in this study.

The strength-based perspective provides a new insight into children's behavioural and emotional lives and allows a

more holistic view of children's behaviour to be obtained. The use of self-assessment evaluation tools provides

a view of children's well-being from their own perspective. However, it is also important to gain information about

the peer relationships of younger children to support children's behaviour and relationships with agemates at an

early stage.

This study revealed that the members of children's peer groups resemble each other in terms of their behaviour

at school but not with regard to academic achievement. Children's self-experienced behavioural and emotional

strengths do not explain the variance in children's behavioural ratings at school between peer groups. The differ-

ences in children's behavioural evaluations are highly explained by the gender composition of peer groups and it is

meaningful for teachers to make rather individual than group-based evaluations.
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Longitudinal effects of behavioural difficulties and strengths and peer-group 
membership on children’s school adjustment 

 
Abstract 

 

This longitudinal study examines the interaction effects of children’s behavioural and emotional 
strengths and difficulties and their membership in reciprocal peer relationships on school 
adjustment variables (academic achievement, school engagement, and involvement in bully-related 
behaviour). A total of 740 third graders assessed their own behavioural and emotional strengths and 
difficulties, school engagement, bullying, victimisation, and bully-victimisation. They also 
completed a sociometric questionnaire to determine their reciprocal peer relationships. Teachers 
assessed children’s academic achievement and behaviour at school. Participants were followed over 
one school year. Latent profile analyses identified four distinct behavioural profiles: (1) very low 
strengths with clear internalising and externalising difficulties (12.65%), (2) average strengths and 
behaviour with low difficulties (70.36%), (3) very low behaviour assessment with very high 
externalising difficulties (7.25%), and (4) above-average strengths with high internalising and 
externalising difficulties (9.75%). Children in profile 4 with both strengths and difficulties were 
found to be without reciprocal peer group. Children’s behavioural profile and reciprocal peer 
relationships had interaction effects on bullying behaviour over time. The results of the present 
study highlight to consider both children’s behavioural and emotional skills and peer relationships 
when preventing school bullying.  

 

Keywords: behavioural and emotional strengths, behavioural and emotional difficulties, reciprocal 
peer relationships, school adjustment 

 

 

 

 

Previous research has indicated a significant link among children’s behaviour and emotions, 
peer relationships, and school adjustment (e.g. academic achievement, school engagement, and 
involvement in bully-related behaviour). Children with behavioural and emotional difficulties more 
often have problematic peer relationships and deficits in their adjustment (e.g. Buhs et al., 2018; 
Perren & Alsaker, 2006; Yao & Enright, 2021) whereas positive behaviour, such as prosocial 
behaviour, enhance children’s peer relationships and lead to better adjustment (e.g. Forster et al., 
2017; Fu et al., 2023; Yao & Enright, 2021). 

Although much is already known about the relationships among children’s behaviour, peer 
relationships, and adjustment, much remains unknown. First, children’s behavioural and emotional 
strengths are less studied compared to their behavioural difficulties. Second, children’s peer 
relationships are more studied in adolescence than in middle childhood Finally, relations among 
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