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PEER HELPING REIATIONSHIPS
AN ECOIOGICAL STUDY OF AN ELEMENTARY CLASSROOM

Sandra Demico and Kathy Watson
University of Florida

This study was based on the proposition that students form a valuable,
but generally untapped, educational resource within the classroom. To
tést this“position an ecological study, of a self-contained classroom of
eight, nine, and ten year olds, was designed to: ‘(1) define various
techniques throuéh which students offer help to and reéeive help from
peers; (2) didentify the types of situations under which these different
types of peer helping relationships are likely to occur; and (3) de-
termine correlations between frequency of helping behavior and sociometric
status, attitude toward school, and self concept. , Evidence from sgeveral
sources have converged to support the need>for a study of this nature.

There is more to school than meets the eye of the casual observer,
In addition to meeting the formal requirements of the curriculum, students
must also learn how to deal effectively with the social system. Consensus
appears to occur early (16) in the school year on where each pupil falls
in a status hierarchy within a classroom. And, these positions.ﬁend to
be stable throughout the school year. At the same time, evidence has
accunulated (4) that position within the classroom socisl system can
have a'profound effect upon the learning of individual students. A
gtudent's perception of his position within the classrooﬁ status hierarchy
has been found to be a significant determinant of behavior, more so even

than his actual snciometric position. This cognized position within the
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interpersonal social structure influences utilization of academié ability,
self-concept, and attitude toward school (14, 15),

Students at the two extre;es in the status system receive ‘differen-
tial responses from both Peers and teachers. In one study, which focused
upon the structural effects of the classroom on thé mental health of
students (10), teachers indicated that the amount of warmth received by
a pupil from peers varied by sociél status with those at the top re-
ceiving the most positive affect. In the seme study, observers noted
that "...teachers pay attention to the social behavior, rather than the
performance behavior, of low status pupils more often than of high status
pupils....Low status boys tend to receive more criticism than their high
status boy classmates; but low status girls receive more support " (10,p.214),
The alienated student, at the bottom of the heap, is likely to respond to
his low status by'participating'in classroom activities in inappropriate
ways thus confirming the negative responses of others (self-ﬁllfilling
prophesy). The high status students, on the other hand, are likely to
receiie feedback which enhances “heir motivation to achieve.

Students of varying status thus experience the same classroom in
widely differing ways. The room that may be warm and inviting to one
student may be threatening to another. Compounding the problems asso-
cigted with status are those of position within the classroom communication
network, Studies (h, 9) have repoxrted the extent to which conmunication
within a classroom is dominated by the teacher, with more then 75 percent
of this communication (4) being directed to & small, centrally located
group of pupils. Jackson (9), in & study of flow of communication within

four sixth grades, found that in each room there was a group of pupils



who were almost invisible «- they came close to having no interactions
with the teacher. "For at least a few students, individual coatact with
the teacher is as rare as if they were seated in a class of a hundred
or more pupils, even though there are actually only 30 or so classmates
present" (9, p. 210).

Findings from these and other studies merge to indicate that those
_§tudents who 8it in the back of the classroom tend not to engage in
question-answer exchanges with the teacher., At the same time, it has
been found that those students who actively participate generally
learn more than those who are passive. This comee as no surprise when
studies on small-group behavior havé repeatedly found that participating
menbers are more accepted by others and benefit the most from the knowl=-
edge, skills, and abilities of the other group members. These findings
suggest that means should be explored to provide opportunities within
the classroom for students to engage in mutual exchange of information
and ideas.

One successful approach to encouraging students to become actively
involved in the educational process has been the institution of various
types of peer tutoring programs. While initial programs had a tendency
to.use "good" students as tutors, the 1960's witnessed increased use of
"poor" students in this cgpacity; it was found {hat through active in-
volvement in helping another learn, tutors as well as tutees, demonstrated
increases in academic achievement and at the same time evidenced more
positive attitudes toward learning in general., In a study of crosgs-sge
tutoving réported by Dillner, Lippitt and Lohman indicated "...several

factors contribute to the success of cross-age tutoring on the tutee,




The tutor communicates more effectively with the younger child because he
speaks the learner's language. The performance of the older child pro-
vides a more rea%istic level of aspiration for the learner than the skills
and standards of the adults which seem beyond the learner's grasp. The
older child is less likely to be perceived as an 'authority figure' with
its inhibiting effects on pupils who have had unfortunate experiences with
authority" (6, p. 1h4).

But for all of its benefits there are several‘problems inherent in
peer tutoring programs. futoring brograms have all had in common the

structuring of the peer helping relationship by an adult. This process

. has included the selection by an adult of the skills to be taught, the

pupil to receive this instruction, and the one to provide it. Such a
prograx requires time to structure and coordinate its various components.,
Tire which may not be available to regular instructional personnel.’ And
while these tutoring programs provide valuable remedial service to a
nurber of pupils, because of their very nature, they cannot hope to reach
all those who need parsonalized attention. As an additional consideration,
tutoring programs tend to be adjunct to the regulur classroom. This falls
to take into consideration the growing body of reséarch on the relation-
ship between the social role played by a student in a classroow and his
learning behsavior.

Open classrooms have been hai;ed as an approach to increase student
interaction and active involvemeni in the learning process. Unfortunately,
many such classrooms are merely rearrangements ;f physical sgpace with

student roles having remained constant. The focus in these programs has

not been upon the academic advantages which nay be accrued through in-



creased student interaction rates or the encouragement of spontaneoug
helping relationships. As a consequence, research which has been con-
ducted on the open classroom has generally iimited itself to ¢omparing

the achievement of pupils in this type of setting to those in traditionally
structured rooms. Out of a discussion on nongraded classrcoms comes an
observation which seems apt Qere: "One searches in vain among countless
reports on the nongraded school for any sophisticated examination of
cross-age interaction, or even for any recognition of its educationsl
potential. Reliasble evidence on the academic effects is also lacking"

(7, p. 335).

It appeared to the authors that the encouragement of helping re-
lationships among students would be an efficient and effective method of
individualizing instruction whether in a self-contained or open-space
classroom. The active involvement which this typé of' program would en-
gender should, according to theory, act as a stimulus to learning.
Helping relationships, for the urposes of this study, are described as
the giving or recelving of asnistance. These relationships may be

pupil-pupil or pupil-teacher interactions.

Methods

SubJects and Setting:

This study was conducted in a self-contalned classrom of 30 students
aged elght through ten in a k-12 labc ratory school of a large Southeastern
university. Both the classroom and its program were orgeanized to en-
courage students to assumne responsibility for thelr own learning. The

room was without the traditional desks and chalrs found in most class-




rooms. Instead, it was furnished with an assortment of tables and chairs,
two couches and a veriety of well-worn stuffed chairs obtained from the
Uﬁiversity's used furniture outlet. Thls furniture was arranged to pro-
vide space for students to work individually or in small groups.

The class assembled as & total group three times a day: first thing
in the morning, before lunch, and before leaving in the afternoon. The
program itself was structured so that students worked on mathematics,
composition, spelling and writing every morning. The sequence of this
work was determined individually by each student. The program of activities
in each of these areas was cooperativel& planned by the student and the
teacher with the teacher checking the work as it was completed; this
evaluation became the basis for planning future assignments. (Each
student kept track of his completed work in an individual folder,) When
the student comple*ed his prescribed work in these four areas he se-
lected additional ﬁork from any of the skill or special interest centers
established throughout the room. The afternoon was devoted:to reading
end work in basic skills or sﬁecial activities.

Each student had an individual conference with the teacher every
Friday. Based on this, an evaluation of the week's work {academic and
social) was written and sent home accompanied by the student's written
assignments. There was space on this weekly-evaluation form for parents
to respond to the teacher's comments, and at least 90 percent did so
on & regular basis,

Because of its individualized focus, students within this classroom
conpeted with themselves and not against their peers. This had several

consequences in student behavior. Students felt free to ask for help




or give it to others. In fact, they were .ncouraged to do so by the
teacher. The special strengths of each student were recognized and
capitalized upon. Those students who needed help in one academic area
found that they could be of help in another. Students who were incapable
of prdviding assistance in academlc areas found other situations within
the classroom where they could contribute, Wbrk in special areas such as
art, music, or work on special‘projects provided such an outlet, Thiough-
out the entire program students saw peers as well as the teacher as
facilitators who could be turned to for assistance in a variéty of git-
uations,

A demographic breskdown of the students in the room indicated that
53 percent of them were in the fifth grade (seven males and nine females);
16 percent fourth grade (four males, one femsle); and 30 percent third
grade (five males and four females). Twenty-seven percent of the class
members were black (eight students).

Other demographic variables hypothesized to be determinants of
helping behavior were sibling order and family socioeconomic status.
Sibling order was determined by interviewing all pupils in the class.
There were no only-children in the room. Twenty-four percent of the
students were the oldest in their families, 45 percent were the middle
child, and 31 percent were the bebies of the family. Socioeconomic

status was determined through application of Warner's Revised Scale for

Rating Occupations (21), This scale takes into account source of income

- as well as degree of skill and the assigned prestige value of a Job.

Using Warner's seven-point scale, students in this class were distributed

Y

across occupational class lines in the following manner:




Occupation Level Percent of Students
1 (Professionsals) 50%

2 §Semi-professionsals) , 17

3 (Clerks & kindred workers) ' 20

L (Skilled workers) 0

5 €Service & protective workers) 13

6 (Semi-skilled workers) 0

7 (Unskilled workers) 0

Because of the homogeneous nature of this class, socioeconumic status
was not used in analysis of data,
Instruments:

Three times during the year students coumpleted the Ohio Social

Acceptance Scale, the Battle Student Attitude Scale (Form B), and

Coopersmith's Self-Esteem Invenﬁbnx. Instruments were scheduled in this

manner to determine if changes in observed rate and type of participation

in peer helping relationships resulted in changes in documented attitudes

and behaviors.

The Ohio Social Acceptance Scale was used to provide a sociometric

rating of all pupils by all other pupils. This instrument was developed
cooperétively by the Evaluation Division of the Bureau of Educational
Research, Ohio State University, and a group of elementary teachers (12).
Studies conducted using the scale indicated that it had high consistency
with teacher and parent judgments as to the social acceptance of individual
students (13). This instrument contains five paragraphs describing degiee
of friendship on a continuum from "My very, very best friend" to "Dislike
them", Each student is presented with a copy of the five descriptions and
a class role. They are gasked to assign a number representing one of these

descriptive paragraphs next to each student's name as it appears on the

‘role., Scores are derived for each student with a low score indicating




greater acceptance by peers,

The Battle Student Attitude Scale (Form B) is an elementary form of

an instrument developed as part of the Kellogg-Florida Leadership Project (1).
Validity of the original instrument was defined in terms of correlation with
two previously existing student attitud; scales. Bavtle (1) also found

that scores obtained on his instrument differentiated between clasgses and
between schools in accordance with teacner and research team judgments.
Split-half reliabilities varied from .88 to .94, The elementary form (B)

of this instrument was developed and validﬁted by the research staff at

the P.K. Yonge Laboratory School, University of Florida. Using point
biserial techniques, all questions on this form were found to correlate

with the secondary form at least at the .05 level with most test items dis-

playing even higher levels of correlation. The Battle Student Attitude

Scale (Form B) consists of 58 negatively stated items covering attitudes
toward self, other pupils, teachers, and school. Students resrond to
each of these statements on a three-point scale as "most true", "sometimes
true", cr "mostly false" with a high score indicating a positive attitude
toward school.

The shortened form of the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (5)

was used as & self-report on student self-conczept. This instrument con-
sistes of 25 items of either positive or negative substantive meaning.
The respondent checks either"like re' or "unlike me" to each of these.
This instrument has been used in numerous studies including sume on
tutoring programs.

At the beginning and end of the school year the classroom teacher
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completed the Florida Key on each student. This is a measure of inferred

learner self concept. The instrument consists of eighteen descriptions
of classroom behaviors such as "speaks up for his om 1deas?” or "gets
alﬁ;g with other students?”, The teacher rates each student according
to the frequency with which the specified behaviors have been observed,
The Florida Key 1s constructed on a six-point scale with five being the
score or highest frequency. The higher the total écore the higher the
inferred learner self concept of the student. A total split half réi
li;bility coefficient of .93 and an interrater reliability of .84 have
been -obtained for this instrument (11).

Obgervations:

Microethnographic techniques were usedvto record student involvement
in a variety of peer helping relationships. The researcher spent time
in the single classroom obsefving and recording patterns of student inter-
actions with & focus upon peer helping relationships. Initially it had
been anticipated that either an obser§ation form could be located or

developed which would permit easy categorization of helping behaviors..

An observation instrument was not located and the effort to develop one

was abandoned for & number of reasons. As the researcher developed a
narrative dr:nription of thé ongoing life of the classroom, it became
increasingly cléar that valuable insights into student behaviors and
motivations could easily be lost through utilization of a standardized
instrument. Also, it was not clear at the beginning of the project what
types of student interactions could be classified as helping. A quick
survey of a group of elementary teachers did generate a 1ist of helping

behaviors, but they were so general and unrelated to the sociel context




7of the classroom that they did little but provide a guiding light to what

fmight be found in this study. It was also ielt that the narrative descripti°“i‘rp5

:fthat would be deVeloped as a consequence of this study might provide clues
»?;for needed additional research. For the above reasons, ‘the researcher

‘5continued to record classroom observations in a narrative style. But o
zaibecause one of the obJectives of this study was to categorize helping

f@-behavior and rank students involvement in them, a listing of student

‘l:interactions was developed from the observations (Chart 1), and translatad <'”tﬁ
“t‘into a check sheet. Each student's interactions were thus able to be ‘
,plotted. o |

The authors admit that the microethnographic technique used does

r‘not permit the capturing of the totality of a student's interactions.

' Noyclaim is made that this vas even attempted. This would not have been |
,jpcssible,in a ciassroom in which each student had an,assigned seat,_much’
~less in a room in which students were free to move about and communicate .
| with each other at will. However, it is felt that the indepth observation
of the classroom over time permitted patterns of student interactions to
obecome evident, with each reflecting his own style of relating to others.
While a student may have been omitted from the observation record on anyv
particular day, it was the pattern of his helping behavior that'was of
concern, To guard against missing a student on a regular basis, it was
finally decided that students included in one day's narrative would be
checked off a class role so that those students who had been missed
" could be identified. As an additional check upon the accuracy of these
observations, the teacher was asked to rank the students from high to

low on their helping behavior. There was a high level of egreement be-



i 7lwith a substitute so that the tw: could meet andudiscuss tfepstudy'gp

: .,‘:progress.‘ Analysis and interpretation of data occurred duzing these;fiifﬁ*

"y accepted this presence. They remained fasinated, however, by the speed

‘?iiplan.: Once a month;throughout the school year “the teacher a8 providad

.f meetings. Both raised questions about the relationships among students ff
iand their meanings in the context of the classroom environment. L
The researcher was present in the classroom on the first day of v
';school, and was introduced to the students as someone who uns *nterested;iiﬁ
in describing their activities.' Becanse this school is associated with a?tf

- nador university, the students vere accustomed to outsiders and quickly

 with vhich notes were taken, they frequently paused and commented on
this fact,

‘While the obserVations were an ongoing feature of this study, the
N instruments previously described were scheduled for administration in
mid-September, early January and late May. This report presents an

N analysis of the data collected m the first three-quarters of the study.*

: Results
An analysis of the narrative-style observations yielded a listing

of Pelping behaviors and other types of claserOm interactions. These

* A research monograph on the complete study will be available upon re-
quest mid-swnmer 197l by writing to Dr. J. B, Hodges, Director, P. K.
Yonge- Laboratory SchOOI, University of Florida, Gainesvills.;~‘
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Li_;are reported in Chart 1. Thirteen peer helping relationships were noted,

m’?udthtonlybthree of thene involving the asking for help.‘ A student would ﬂnhh
ther'forihelp with a speeific_aeademic problem, fov clarificatio_
assignment, or to be handed u,nen, pencil, etc. Stude'ts pesvided

gpAspont"fet sly, et the request of another student, or upol the r

The teacher was also involved inaprovidi

'gbasisior in small groups of three to four.;;skriltii}’dfﬂi‘_ 50

t:“?ﬁ;A variety of peer relationships and teacher-pupil relationships“ :
»;}?than those of a specifically helping nature, were also recorded.' These
fﬂlinteractions were included because they provided a broader framevork inc
:ijwhich to exemine the roles students occupied within the classroom.:;
o A frequency count on these interactions indicated that the three
vmost commonly reported student behaviors were. working alone, but at
i ’a locat:lon close to other student(s), intera.cts socia.uy with those L

: students sitting near while working on own assignments or projects, and,
‘separates self from other students to work. While these,three behaviors o
have little to do with helping pgg.gg they do give some of the flavor
of the classroom. It was casual and relaxed with the madority of the .
students busily engaged in completing their assighments.ﬁ At the same
time, there was a low hum of noise in the room as students carried on
subdued conversations or made casual remarks as they worked.

‘Also having a high frequéncy of occurance was 'works cooperatively

in a group on a’projeet". This classroom was structured so that there

were many opportunities for these types of behaviors to occur; all




V,students had at least several of them recorded beside their name. 0ther
"iﬁkinstances of especially high helping were recorded in the following sit-
,fna uations" (1) helps another student with academic vork/impossible toii L,
y?p{itell who initiated the interaction, (2) asks another studentkfor{academic:
f~i¥fnelp; (3) helps other students with their academio work at their request,

‘rf,fffand, (h) asks another student for clarification of an ass*qnment.'

o All pupil-pupil observations were categorized as being either |

o j'jsame-sex or cross-sex, same-age or cross-age, and same-race or cross—race.

7{1_An examination of the 1nteraction patterns for all class members re

'ffethat there werebtwo distinct social svstems operating within the room‘:JV_

Zf]‘:"sThese two systems developed not along age or racial lines but upon‘s xual‘

’A;fldifferences,k There were two basic types of situations in whivhtthe sexe

’*fainteracted with each other.; A student would willingly help,a membe

yffidthe opposite sex upon request of the teacher., While there appef
‘:gno hesitancy to 3n~age in this type of interaction, it digﬁno

‘ There was one situation in which spontaneous cross=sexual

:spontaneously.

;:whelping behaviors did occur.; There was a girl in the class e if

f’fwheel chair. Boys,

as well as girls, volunteered to help her in a wide



f'ffﬁQdisturb those students who were engrossed in some activity.) The saving

;1g7grace of this behawior wes that in their travels they generally found
:h;_other students who could use tHeir help. There were several things that
'seemed impOrtent in this beheviS;.; One, was thet after helping someone
;else these students would generally return to their seats and resume k
(theirfown work. Secondly, the observer was struck byfthe_intense need

,thet aceompanied this'inebility to sit still; it wes:as‘toough:they

‘they would retreat when given;the opportunity.> Most notable of7t, se we”
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'*,vclassroom. When other evidence 11dieated that the males and females Were S

‘ ;,’maintaining basica.lly separate sooial systems, the collected data were
 :ranked for each sex separately.» FOr females, helping was correlated at

the .os level (r—.61, ‘af‘ 11) with a,tbitude towe.rd school “an &t the" ‘ 01“




andﬁaccepted than the females (mean. males - 78 56; females af?ﬁy,

. t is hypothesized that the social structure




There was no significant change 1n the social acceptance 1evels of ~

Hembers also maintained relatively the same rank :ln L

‘ ,fthe class members.

: ‘:',flysocial aecepta.nce over these four months as evidenced by a @earman rank ,j

*‘ﬁkﬂ,order correlation of coefficient (r=-796’ df=27: P’ 4001) There W‘B a' -
; Bignificant growth (p=< 05), hoaever, in school attitude and self-esteem.




20

a high helper within the classroom, over 50 percent of the high helpers :
'ein these grades were 1ast children. It is possible that, at nome, ;‘e

l7ffjthese students have generally been on. the receiving end of help and ens fpj?

""ﬁJoy the opportunity to help others in turn.‘ There Were not enough fourthy{;i
'*15“:gradcrs in the room for a pattern to emerge among them. | :

There were no differences in participation in helping behevior

'fpbetween the black a.nd Whlte students. Ea,oh group had equa.lly as meny

tt:high helpers as 1ow.e In a breakdown by sex, exactly half the males ;‘ 7'{ |
‘&nif;fand half the females were ranked high in helping..;,

Conclusions

o Helping occurs with a high frequency in a classroom where'this

beha.vior 18 encouraged a,nd reW&rded‘ Slightly more interaotio T



~ithe social acceptance network, however, remained stable throughout the

ft;fperiod covered in this paper.‘-;? | ; } , ,

: This study has probdbly raised more questions than it has answered
’i;fabout the life in an open classroom. Some of these will be discussed in .
;the finel report. Other questions which this study has generlted are
i(l) thefproxemics, or space utilization, Wlthin classroofs and:the way

;it affects interpersonal relationships and academic achievenent‘ki

;differences in the channeling of aggressions, which has broadimplica.tiﬁs.1
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