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Assessment of Peer Rejection and 
Externalizing Behavior Problems in 
Preschool Boys: A Short-Term 
Longitudinal Study 

Sheryl L. Olson 1,2 and Pearl L. Brodfeld I 

We examined the longitudinal stability of measures of negative peer status and 
aggressive-disruptive behavior in preschool boys. Subjects were 53 white 4- to 
5-year-old boys from low-income family backgrounds. Peer sociometric 
measures of rejection and behavioral deviance were assessed in the fall and 
spring of the preschool year. Complementary measures were also obtained from 
teachers at both assessment points. Half of the boys designated as rejected on 
the basis of peer nominations maintained this status at the end of the preschool 
year. Teachers and peers did not agree on their selections of socially rejected 
children, but had good agreement concerning the identification of  children with 
externalizing-type behavior problems. Finally, teacher and peer classifications 
of  aggressive-disruptive children were highly stable throughout the preschool 
year. These findings indicate that peer-rejected children can be identified at 
very young ages, and that preschoolers can be reliable informants about the 
social maladjustment of peers. 

There is ample evidence that negative peer status in childhood is 
a risk factor for serious maladjustment in later life (see review by Parker 
& Asher, 1987). In order to identify children most strongly in need of 
intervention, sensitive assessment techniques are essential. Among 
children who lack peer acceptance, an important distinction has been 
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made between those who are neglected and those who are rejected by 
peers (Coie, Dodge, & Coppotelli, 1982; Goldman, Corsini, & deUrioste, 
1980). Neglected children lack friends and tend to be ignored by their 
peers, but they are not necessarily disliked. By contrast, rejected children 
are actively disliked by peers, and tend to show relatively high rates of 
aggressive and disruptive behavior in peer group settings (Coie et al., 
1982; Dodge, 1983). Furthermore, rejected children are more likely than 
others to retain their negative social status when they move into new 
peer groups (Coie & Dodge, 1983; Newcomb & Bukowski, 1983). Finally, 
rejected status is more stable over time than other status classifications 
(Asher & Dodge, 1986). 

It seems, therefore, that children who experience peer rejection 
tend to retain their negative status and fall into a pattern of social 
ostracism. These findings suggest that rejected children comprise a clear 
risk group and should be the focus of continued descriptive research 
and early intervention/prevention efforts. But at what age does rejection 
become firmly established? Although there has been a great deal of re- 
search with school-age children, much less is known about patterns of 
social rejection in younger children. Most particularly, we lack short- 
term longitudinal research on negative peer status in preschoolers. 

Accordingly, the main purpose of this study was to examine the 
stability of measures of social rejection in preschool children. Subjects 
were preschoolers who shared two characteristics that have been inde- 
pendently related to risk of externalizing behavior problems: male sex 
(Crowther, Bond, & Roll, 1981), and low-income family status (Rutter 
and Garmezy, 1983). This sample was selected with the expectation of 
identifying higher than average rates of externalizing-type behavior 
problems (aggression, impulsivity, disruptiveness), which have been 
linked to peer rejection in previous studies. The standard technique for 
identifying rejected children involves asking them to nominate  a 
restricted set of most- and least-liked peers (e.g., McCandless & Mar- 
shall, 1957, with preschool populations). Teachers were also asked to 
assign children to corresponding sociometric groups, so that peer and 
teacher designations of social rejection could be compared. Finally, be- 
cause aggressive and disruptive behavior has been consistently related 
to peer rejection and is itself a risk factor for long-term social malad- 
justment (e.g., Loeber, 1982; Spivack, Marcus, & Swift, 1986), peers and 
teachers were also asked to identify children who showed very high rates 
of these problems. 



Preschool Peer Rejection 495 

Major research questions were as follows: 

1. How stable are negative peer nominations and classifications of 
rejected status over the course of the preschool year? Although 
these classifications have moderately high stability in school-age 
populations (Asher & Dodge, 1986), we questioned whether 
negative sociometric choices of preschool-age children would 
remain stable over a significant time period, given the young age 
of the respondents. 

2. To what extent do teachers and peers agree on assignment of 
children to sociometrically rejected groups? To answer this ques- 
tion, teachers were asked to assign subjects to social status groups 
which corresponded with classifications derived from peer 
nomination data. This question was important to examine because 
the practice of asking children to make negative sociometric 
choices has been challenged on ethical grounds. For example, 
despite the unique information that negative peer nominations 
provide about social risk status, some have questioned whether 
asking children to make negative choices might further impair the 
social reputations of rejected peers, or even implicitly sanction 
the process of ostracizing certain classmates (Asher & Hymel, 
1981). Although this controversy is far from settled, if teachers 
agree closely with peers concerning the identification of rejected 
children, they may be preferable informants (not only from an 
ethical standpoint, but in terms of cost effectiveness as well). 
Finally, what is the relative stability of behavioral vs. sociometric 
measures in the classification of at-risk preschoolers? In previous 
studies, measures of aggressive and disruptive behavior have been 
found to correlate with measures of negative peer status in pre- 
school-age children (Millich, Landau, Kilby, & Whitten, 1982; 
Olson, 1990; Olson & Lifgren, 1988; Rubin & Clark, 1983). Al- 
though problems of conduct and peer rejection are not isomor- 
phic, they are clearly interrelated and predictive of continuing 
problems of social adaptation. Thus, we examined these measures 
in relation to their comparative stability over the course of the 
preschool year. In order to address this issue, the "peer diagnos- 
tician" technique of Milich et al. (1982) was employed, whereby 
children are asked to nominate classmates who show high rates 
of aggression, disruptiveness, and impulsivity. This technique has 
proven to be both reliable and valid with preschool-age children 

. 
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(Milich et al., 1982); however, the stability of these measures has 
not been examined. 

METHOD 

Subjects 

Subjects were 53 boys 4-5 years old (M = 4 years 6 months; range 
= 4-0 to 5-5) from low-income families. All boys were enrolled in Head 
Start preschool programs that extended from late September through mid- 
May of the following year. The boys were drawn from eight Head Start 
classes (average class size = 11) serving a total of 96 families. The racial 
composition of the classes was homogeneous (96% white). Written parental 
consent and verbal child assent were obtained for all participants; no parent 
or child refused participation. Subjects were free of physical and mental 
disabilities. 

Procedures 

Overview. Teacher and peer assessments of children's social and be- 
havioral status were conducted during the same time periods. The first as- 
sessment period occurred in the fall, at the end of the second month of 
preschool, and the second occurred in the spring, 1 month before classes 
ended. 

Assessment of Peer Status. During the fall, children in each classroom 
(including girls) participated in individual peer sociometric interviews. After 
identifying self and classmates from a picture array, each child was asked 
to nomina te  two classmates s/he most liked to play with, then two 
classmates s/he least liked to play with (because of the relatively small num- 
ber of raters in each class, two choices rather than the standard three were 
used). To obtain information about perceptions of behaviorally deviant 
peers, children were also asked to nominate two classmates who best fit 
each of the following behavioral descriptors (adapted from Millich et al., 
1982): is mean; fights, hits, and punches a lot; runs around the room a lot; 
gets mad easily; can't sit still; and doesn't listen. Total scores on each 
sociometric variable were tallied for each boy in the study, then stand- 
ardized to correct for small variations in class sizes. All peer sociometric 
procedures were repeated in the late spring (n = 52). 

The following summary scores were obtained for each subject: num- 
ber of negative nominations (M = 1.7, SD = 1.7 at time, 1, M = 1.9, SD 
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= 1.8 at time 2); number of positive nominations (M = 1.67, SD = 1.20 
at time 1, M = 1.84, SD = 1.53 at time 2); number of aggression nomina- 
tions, created by summing the items mean, fights, and gets mad (M = 4.27, 
SD = 3.40 at time 1, M = 5.35, SD = 3.94 at time 2); and number  of 
hyperactivity nominations, created by summing the items runs around, can't 
sit still, and doesn't listen (M = 5.23, SD = 3.09 at time 1, M = 5.21, SD 
= 4.08 at time 2). 

Teacher Rating and Nomination Instruments. During the fall, teachers 
completed the Conners Teacher Questionnaire (Goyette, Conners, & Ul- 
rich, 1978). This version of the questionnaire consisted of thirty-three 4- 
point scales, on which the presence of specific behavior problems was rated 
(1 = not at all a problem; 4 = very much a problem). The two major ques- 
tionnaire scales were Conduct Problems (acts impudent; temper outbursts; 
hypersensitive to criticism; sulks; mood changes quickly; aggressive: M = 
11.79, SD = 4.07 at time 1, M = 11.06, SD = 3.82 at time 2) and Hyper- 
activity (restless; makes inappropriate noises; disturbs other children; con- 
stantly on the go; impulsive and excitable; excessive demands for teacher's 
attention: M = 11.81, SD = 5.05 at time 1, M = 11.58, SD = 5.51 at time 
2). A second assessment technique was developed for the purposes of this 
study. Teachers were asked to assign each child to one of the following 
sociometric categories: very popular with peers; average popularity with 
peers; mostly ignored by peers; and mostly disliked by peers. All teacher 
rating and nomination procedures were repeated during the final month 
of preschool. 

Group Classification. The method of Coie et al. (1982) was used to 
assign children to sociometric groups. Two summary scores were derived 
from standardized frequencies of positive and negative nominations: social 
preference or SP (like-dislike) and social impact or SI (like + dislike). 
Sociometric groups were defined as follows (L = like and D = dislike): 
popular (SP > 1.0, L > 0, D < 0); rejected (SP < -1.0, L < 0, D > 0); 
neglected (SI < -1.0, L < 0, D < 0); controversial (SI > 1.0, L > 0, D 
> 0); average (SP and SI between -.5 and .5); and other (children whose 
scores did not fit the above criteria). 

Peer nominations of behavioral deviance were summed to create total 
behavior problems scores (M = 6.8, SD = 4.7 at time 1, M = 8.8, SD = 
6.6 at time 2). Chronbach's alpha coefficients were .73 at time 1 and .82 
at time 2 for the composite scales. Composite scores that were at least 1 
s tandard deviation above the mean comprised the behavior  problems 
group. Teachers '  ratings of behavioral deviance were t reated similarly: 
Children's scores on the Conduct Problems and Hyperactivity scales were 
summed and composited (M = 23.66, SD = 8.56 at time 1; M = 22.50, 
SD = 13.27 at time 2). Total externalizing problems scores that exceeded 
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Table I. Intercorrelations Between Measures of Social Rejection and Behavioral Deviance a 

Peer scales Teacher scales 

Negative Conduct 
nominations Aggression Hyperactivity problems Hyperactivity 

Peer scales 
Negative nominations - ~ _  .59 b .30 ~ . .25 c .28 c 
Aggression .60 b ~ .38 c .32 a .45 b 
Hyperactivity .66 b .86 b ~ _  .36 a .51 b 

Teacher scales 
Conduct problems .42 d A6 b .44 a ~ .75 b 
Hyperactivity .35 d A4 d .58 b .83 b 

aTime 1 correlations above the diagonal; time 2 correlations below the diagonal. 
bp < .001. 
~p< .05. 

< .01. 

1 s tandard  deviation above the mean  comprised the behavior  problems 
group. Alpha  coefficients for the composi te  scales were .94 at t ime 1 and 
.93 at time 2. 

RE SUL T S 

Intercorrelations Between Peer and Teacher Scales 

In te rcor re la t ions  be tween  pee r  and teacher  measures  o f  negative 
sociometric status and behavioral  deviance are shown in Table  I. Correla-  
tions between time 1 measures  are shown above the diagonal,  with cor-  
relations between time 2 measures  shown below. As expected, there  were  
significant correlat ions between peers '  dislike nominat ions  and nominat ions  
o f  conduct  and impulsivity problems. Dislike scores were modera te ly  highly 
correla ted with nominat ions  o f  aggressive problem behavior  at bo th  assess- 
men t  points, and with nominat ions  o f  impulsive behavior  at t ime 2. Finally, 
teachers '  ratings o f  externalizing problem behavior  were modest ly  corre-  
lated with peers '  dislike nominations,  and moderate ly  correlated with peer  
nominat ions  o f  aggression and impulsivity. 

StabiliO~ o f  Teacher and Peer Scales 

Stability coefficients for measures  of  behavioral  deviance and negative 
social status are shown in Table II. All coefficients were highly significant. 
The  negative peer  nominat ion  scale showed modera te  stability over  a 6- 
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Table lI. Stability of Peer and Teacher Measures from 
Fall to Spring 

Peer scales 
Negative nominations .44 a 
Aggression .64 o 
Hyperactivity .560 
Total (aggression + hyperactivity) .68 b 

Teacher scales 
Conduct problems .70 ~ 
Hyperactivity .8(P 
Total (conduct problems + hyperactivity) .80 ~ 

2; < .01. 
< .001. 

mon th  time span, whereas  bo th  peer  and teacher  measures  of  behavioral  
deviance showed relatively high stability. 

Peer vs. Teacher Classifications of Rejected Status 

At  time 1, 12 boys (22% of  sample) were classified as rejected on 
the basis o f  peer  nominations.  O the r  sociometric groupings were: neglected, 
9 boys (17%); average, 24 boys (45%); popular,  6 boys (11%); and con- 
troversial, 2 boys (3%), Teachers  classified 4 boys as mostly disliked bypeers 
at time 1, and teachers  and peers did not  agree on assignment o f  specific 
children to the rejected category: Only two boys were classified as such by 
both  teachers  and peers,  percentage  of  agreement  = .14 (n of  agreements /n  
of  agreements  + n o f  disagreements).  

A t  time 2, 10 boys (19%) were  classified as rejected on the basis o f  
peer  nominations,  whereas  9 (17%) were classified as neglected, 19 (36%) 
as average, 10 (19%) as popular,  and 4 (7%) as controversial.  Teachers  
classified 5 boys as mostly disliked, but  only agreed  with peers  on  two 
specific choices (percentage of  agreement  = .15). 3 

Next, the stability of  peer  and teacher  classifications of  rejected boys 
was examined. Hal f  (50%; kappa = .47) of  the boys initially classified by 
peers  as rejected retained their rejected status at t ime 2. All (100%; kappa  
= .88) of  the boys identified by 4 teachers as mostly disliked were classified 
as such at the end of  the year. 

3peer nominations were also analyzed for the entire sample of boys and girls (N = 88) by 
Brodfeld (1989). At time 1, only 2 girls met criteria for rejected status, and at time 2, 3 girls 
were classified as rejected. Thus, although both boys and girls contributed nominations, the 
vast majority of peer rejected children were boys. 

4Of the 6 boys who were rejected in the fall but did not remain so over time, 4 were classified 
as average and 2 as neglected at time 2. Of the 4 boys who became rejected across the year, 
3 were classified as average and one as neglected at time 1. 
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Peer vs. Teacher Classifications of  Behavioral Deviance 

At time 1, 10 boys were identified by peers and 10 by teachers as 
having significant behavior problems. Percentage of agreement between 
teachers and peers regarding specific boys was .66, kappa = .75 (8 agree- 
ments, 4 disagreements). 

At time 2, 12 boys were identified by peers and 10 by teachers as 
having behavior problems. Percentage of agreement between teachers and 
peers on assignment of specific children to this category was .61, kappa --- 
.75 (8 agreements, 5 disagreements). 

All 10 boys (100%; kappa = .90) who were initially classified as ag- 
gressive/disruptive on the basis of peer nominations retained this status at 
time 2. Similarly, of the 10 boys initially identified by teachers as having 
significant behavior problems, 9 (90%; kappa = .82) were classified as be- 
haviorally deviant at time 2. 

Finally, there was a moderate degree of overlap between children 
classified as rejected and behaviorally deviant. At time 1, 42% of boys clas- 
sified as rejected were also classified by peers as behaviorally deviant; at 
time 2, 50% of the rejected boys were also classified as having significant 
behavior problems. Although the small sample sizes greatly limit our ability 
to research this question, children's behavioral status at time 1 did not ap- 
pear to be an obvious indicator of continuing risk of peer rejection. Of the 
6 boys who retained their rejected status, 50% were designated as be- 
haviorally deviant at time 1. Of those whose rejected status was not retained 
throughout the year, 33% were designated as behaviorally deviant at time 
1. This issue merits further examination with larger sample sizes. 

DISCUSSION 

This study focused on the assessment of negative peer status and 
behavioral deviance in preschool boys. Because little is known about the 
risk potential of negative social status in preschoolers, a short-term lon- 
gitudinal design was used to examine the stability of social rejection in 
this population. The traditional measure of negative sociometric status, 
negative peer nominations, had significant but moderate stability over a 
5-month interval. Half of the boys designated as rejected on the basis of 
peer nominations remained so throughout the year. This finding extends 
prior research by showing that peer-rejected children can be identified 
at very young ages, and that a significant proportion of them retain this 
status over the course of the preschool year. However, the moderate 
stability coefficient also indicates a need for caution in categorizing the 
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risk potential of individual preschoolers, especially from the standpoint 
of early intervention. 

Agreement between teachers and peers on identification of rejected 
children was also examined, due to the recent controversy over the use of 
negative peer nominations. Teachers classified very few children as mostly 
disliked by peers and had extremely poor agreement with the children them- 
selves on the selection of rejected individuals. The low number of selections 
suggests that teachers may have felt reluctant to characterize children in 
this way, perhaps because of the negatively value-laden nature of the 
category. Although teachers were remarkably stable in their designations 
of disliked children, it is clear that their nominations did not substitute for 
peer nomination data. 

Finally, measures of behavioral deviance (aggression; disruptiveness; 
impulsivity) were assessed by teachers and peers, and compared with 
measures of peer rejection. As expected, negative peer nominations were 
significantly correlated with peer and teacher measures of externalizing type 
behavior problems; consistent with the findings of Milich et al. (1982), peer 
nominations of aggressive behavior (who is mean to other children? who 
fights a lot?) were more robustly correlated with dislike scores than 
nominations of impulsive behavior. By contrast with measures of negative 
status, peers and teachers had good agreement concerning the identifica- 
tion of specific children with behavior problems, providing additional sup- 
port for the validity of Milich et al.'s "peer diagnostician" assessment 
technique. Perhaps the most striking finding, though, was the high stability 
of both teacher and peer classifications of aggressive/disruptive children. 
All boys identified by peers as highly deviant retained this status at the 
end of the year; the stability of the teacher evaluations was nearly as high. 

Thus, as indicators of continuing risk of maladjustment in young 
children, measures of behavioral deviance were superior to those of nega- 
tive sociometric status, at least over the course of the preschool year. These 
findings suggest that sociometric measures should not be used alone to 
designate risk groups of young children, but rather in combination with 
measures of behavioral deviance. Why were peer perceptions of children 
with behavior problems more stable than perceptions of disliked peers? 
Perhaps because the behavioral categories were less subjective than 
categories of liking and disliking. It should be noted, though, that the be- 
havior problem nominations were summed across multiple items, whereas 
the negative nomination score was based upon a single prompt. This dif- 
ference would favor the reliability of the behavioral measure on 
psychometric grounds alone, irrespective of item content. 

In further research, preschool-age measures of peer rejection and be- 
havioral deviance should be evaluated across a longer time span than that 
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e m p l o y e d  in the  cu r ren t  study. F o r  example ,  how well  do  p reschoo l  p e e r  
pe rcep t ions  o f  deviance  and  disl ikabil i ty  p red ic t  ch i ld ren ' s  social  a d ju s tme n t  
in the  school -age  years ,  and  is one  measu re  supe r io r  to the  o t h e r  as an  
index of  long- te rm risk? 

Final ly ,  ou r  re la t ively small ,  sex-specific sample ,  c o m b i n e d  wi th  the  
fact  tha t  all ch i ld ren  were  f rom low- income families,  suggests  a n e e d  for  
cau t ion  in genera l iz ing  these  f indings to  o the r  popu la t ions .  However ,  in 
demons t r a t i ng  tha t  p reschoo le r s  can b e  va luab le  in fo rman t s  abou t  the  so- 
cial m a l a d a p t a t i o n  of  peers ,  these  f indings have  p romise  for  fu r the r  re-  
search  on  ear ly  social  risk fac tors  and  ear ly in tervent ion.  
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