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PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE
Abstract

Beginning middle school is a difficult transition for many young adolescents.
Academic coping skills and the ability to exhibit motivational resilience in the face of
potential academic adversity can contribute to the success with which students navigate
this transition. Students’ peer group affiliations are known to have the ability to
contribute positively to students’ academic engagement, motivation, and achievement at
this time. The current study explores the potential of a student’s peer group members’ use
of eleven ways of academic coping to affect the change in student academic engagement
over the course of the first year of middle school. Data from the entire cohort of 366 sixth
students in the only middle school in a small northeastern town were used to investigate
several hypotheses. Models were tested using structural equation modeling. Peer group
average levels of overall coping profile, combined total adaptive coping, and combined
total maladaptive coping did not significantly predict engagement change over the first
year of middle school. Peer group average levels of self-encouragement were found to
negatively predict engagement change over the first year of middle school, and peer
group average levels of rumination were found to positively predict engagement change
over the year. These effects were in the opposite direction of what was expected. Possible
explanations for the findings are discussed. Strengths and limitations, future research

directions, and implications are described.



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

Table of Contents
AADSTIACE ...ttt b et e h bt et s a et et e bt et et e be et i
LSt OF TADIES ....eeviiiiiiieieeecteee ettt st s v
LSt OF FIGUIES ..ttt ettt et ettt et e et e et e esbeeseeenseenseassbeenseens v
Chapter 1. Problem Statement ............cccceeriiiiiieriieiiierieeiieeie et eeeeieesae e saeeeaeeseneeneeens 1
IMPOTtance Of PEETS ......cocuiiiuiiiiieiieeieee et 1
ACAAEMIC COPINE ..eovvieiiieniieeiiieiee ettt teeteetteeateebtesaeebeeetaeesbeessseenseesaseenseessseeseens 2
Transition to Middle SChool .........cooiiiiiiiiiie e 3
PreSent STUAY ...oc.vieiieiieiee e 5
Chapter 2. Literature REVIEW .......c.cocviiiiiiiiiiiiiecieeieeee ettt ettt 7
Academic ENGagement .........ccoooieeiiiiiieiiiieiieeir ettt ettt 7
Transition to Middle SChool ..........cooiiiiiiiiii e 9
Peers at School in Early AdolesSCence ..........ccoccveviieiiiniiiiiieiiieieeeeeeeeeee e 13
Chapter 3. Contributions of the Present Study ..........cccceveiiiiiiniiiniiiniecceeee e, 21
Academic Adversity, Coping, and Motivational Resilience ............c.cccccevevereennen. 21
Peers and COPING .....ooocviiiiiieiieie ettt ettt ettt et e 29
Challenges to the Study of Peer Relationships and Peer Influence ...................... 33
Research Questions and Hypotheses ..........ccoocieviiiiiiiiiiiiieiiceieceeeeeeee e 36
Chapter 4. MEthOdS ......oooviiiiieiieeiieeeeeee ettt ettt sttt e b e eeseenbeennnas 42
IMIEASUTES ..ottt ettt ettt et e sb e st e s bt et e sae e et ee st e ebeesanes 43
Chapter 5. RESULILS ...eoouiieiiiiiieiieee ettt ettt e beesabeenbeennnas 48
DEeSCIIPLIVE StAtISTICS .vvieviieiieiieeiieiieeieeeie ettt e eiee et sae et e sereetaeseaeenbeesnnas 48



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE
Structural Equation Models .........ccccieiiiiiiiiiiieiieie et 60
Research Question One. Effects of Peer Group Coping
on Student ENgagement ...........ccoooieiiiiiieiieeiieie e 60
Research Question Two. Effects of Peers’ Adaptive Coping
and its Components on Student Engagement .............ccccoeeueerireiiienienieeniienne, 64

Research Question Three. Effects of Peers’ Maladaptive Coping

and its Components on Student Engagement ............ccccoeeveeniieiiienienieenieeene, 72

Chapter 6. DISCUSSION ...c..eeiiieiieiiieiieeieeieeeteeteeete et e seteebeesbeebeesabeesbeessseeseessseenseansnas 81
Strengths and Limitations ...........ccoecceeeiiiiiiieiiieiieie et 84

Future Research DIr€Ctions ..........ccceoueveerieiiiniiiieiienieeieeeeneeeese e 90
IMPLICALIONS vttt ettt et e et e st eenbeesaaeenbeesnnes 97
CONCIUSION .ttt sb et e bt et 98
RETETEICES ...ttt ettt sttt st s 99
Appendix A. Raw Coping Score Results.........ccceeeireiiiiniieiiieiieieeie e 115
Appendix B. Biological Sex and Academic COping.........ccecevverieerierieneriienienieeieneene 123
Appendix C. Group Averages and Diversity in the Peer Group ......c...ccceeevvenveniennenne. 126
Appendix D. Engagement, its Components, and Academic Coping..........cceceevveeeernnnne. 129
APPENAIX E. IMEASUIES .....cuuiieiiieiieeiieiieeiteeite et eite et e siteebeesaaeebeessaeebeessaeeseesnaeenseennnas 131

111



PEERS” ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE
List of Tables

Table 3.1. Ways of Academic COPING .....ccceevvvieriieriieiieniieiie ettt ebe e 28
Table 4.1. Subset of a Co-occurrence Matrix of Girls in Sixth Grade ...........cocceeeeeeee. 47
Table 5.1. Summary of Descriptive Statistics — Engagement,

Control Variables, and Individual Coping.........cccceecueevieriiienieniieieeieeieesee e 55
Table 5.2. Summary of Descriptive Statistics — Engagement,

Control Variables, and Peer Group Coping AVerages ..........ccceeeveeruverveerieenveennnens 56
Table 5.3. Intercorrelations Among Control Variables, Engagement,

and Individual Coping Allocation SCOTES .........ccceeriiierieriiieniienieeniie e eiee e 57
Table 5.4. Intercorrelations Among Control Variables, Engagement,

And Peer Group Coping Allocation SCOTES ........cccueeruieeiienieeieeniieeieeiee e 58
Table 5.5. Intercorrelations Among Fall Individual Level Coping

ANd PEET GTOUP AVETAZES ..ecvvievieeiiieiieeiieeiteeeteeieesteenteesteeseessseeseessseenseessseenseens 59
Table 5.6. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for

Fall Engagement — Adaptive Coping — PEers .......c.ccooceeviirieniiiiinieniiienieieenn 69
Table 5.7. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for

Fall Engagement — Adaptive Coping — Peers and Individual............cccccoceenennenn. 70
Table 5.8. Model Fit StatiStiCs ......cc.eouiriiriririeieieieietentesesesie ettt 71
Table 5.9. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for

Fall Engagement — Maladaptive Coping — PEers..........cccevveviivienienenienienieeene 79
Table 5.10. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for

Fall Engagement — Maladaptive Coping — Peers and Individual...............c.......... 80



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

List of Figures

Figure 4.1. Example of Application of Binomial Z-Test to Co-occurrence Matrix........

Figure 5.1. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Coping Profile

in Fall on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for

Student Engagement in Fall...........ccccoooiiiiiiiiiiii e

Figure 5.2. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Adaptive Coping

in Fall on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for

Student Engagement in Fall...........cccccoooiiiiiiiiiniii e

Figure 5.3. Structural Model of Peer Group Average Self-Encouragement Coping

in Fall on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for

Student Engagement in Fall...........ccccoooiiiiiiiiiiiii e

Figure 5.4. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Maladaptive Coping

in Fall on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for

Student Engagement in Fall...........cccccooiiiiiiiiiiiii e

Figure 5.5 Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Rumination Coping

in Fall on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for

Student Engagement in Fall...........ccccooiiiiiiiiiinii e

Figure 5.6 Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Projection Coping
in Fall on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for

Student Engagement in Fall and Controlling for

Individual Projection Coping in Fall..........ccccoocvieiiiiiiiiiiiieieececieee e,

.62



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE
Chapter 1. Problem Statement

Academic engagement, a robust predictor of students’ school motivation and
achievement (Fredricks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Skinner, 2016; Skinner & Pitzer,
2012), occurs within a context consisting of three key social partners: parents, teachers,
and peers (Wentzel, 1998). These social partners may influence engagement and
achievement by way of several processes, including increased relatedness or sense of
belonging, coaching and mentoring, social and emotional support, and direct assistance.
Decades of research have demonstrated that these contextual processes are important
mechanisms by which students’ interactions with peers, parents and teachers shape their
own academic motivation and eventually, their achievement (Wentzel & Ramani, 2016).
Importance of Peers

A students’ peers are the other students that inhabit a school context together with
each student. Especially important may be those others with whom a student forms
affiliative bonds. In many respects, peers may be the unsung heroes of academic
motivation (Juvonen, Espinoza & Knifsend, 2012; Wentzel & Muenks, 2016). Peer
relationships exist in multiple forms, including close friendships, affiliated groups of
children who spend time together, and crowds, which are larger social categories
(Kindermann & Gest, 2018). Peer groups, consisting of closely affiliated children who
hang out together and share interests and activities, have been shown to be especially
important in the academic context during early adolescence (Ryan, 2001).

Peers are understudied in the educational literature, partly because there are

methodological challenges in investigating the complex structure of these networks of
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social relationships, and the processes of influence that occur within them. Groups of
peers are self-organizing and dynamic, with changing compositions and variability in the
characteristics of similarity that are usually portrayed as playing a key role for affinity
between individuals.

Although peers have sometimes been shown to play a negative role in
development (Dishion & Tipscord, 2011), their normative effects on academic
performance and functioning are largely positive (Kindermann & Gest, 2018; Wentzel &
Muenks, 2016). Methods of capturing children’s actual peer affiliations in school have
made it possible for their effects to be studied on students’ academic development,
including the beneficial influence of peer groups on academic engagement (Kindermann,
1993). Several studies have revealed, for example, that students who belong to peer
groups who are highly engaged show increases on their own engagement over the school
year (Kindermann, 1993, 2007; Kindermann, McCollam & Gibson, 1996). The full
scope, however, of peers’ positive role in academic engagement and motivation remains
to be explored.

Academic Coping

Students’ school motivation and academic engagement may depend in part on the
strategies they use to cope with frustration and adversity in the academic context
(Skinner, Pitzer, & Steele, 2016). Academic coping refers to the variety of ways students
deal with demands and stressors in their schoolwork, such as challenging tasks and
setbacks. Multiple studies have examined how adaptive and maladaptive profiles of

coping strategies affect student functioning and success (see Skinner & Saxton, 2019, for
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a review). Effective coping with the ordinary frustrations and challenges of schoolwork
can contribute to students’ everyday motivational resilience. Adaptive coping (such as
problem-solving and help-seeking) seems to provide students a pathway back into
engagement with challenging academic work, whereas maladaptive coping (such as
escape or blaming others) seems to undermine students’ persistence, contributing to
avoidance and impaired performance. School-related motivational resilience, in turn,
could be a resource contributing to subsequent engagement and other positive academic
outcomes (Martin & Marsh, 2008, 2009; Martin, 2013; Skinner, Pitzer, & Steele, 2016).
Like other processes involved in school motivation and academic success, academic
coping is situated in a social context and may be affected by social partners. For example,
multiple studies have examined the effects of parents and teachers on students’ academic
coping (Skinner & Saxton, 2019). To date, however, few studies have considered the
effects of peers, and those that have rely only on students’ self-reports of their peers’
support, and not on students’ actual peer affiliations.
Transition to Middle School

The transition to middle school is a particularly interesting time to study the
relationship between academic coping and academic motivation and engagement. This
transition can be challenging, and often stressful, for early adolescents. Studies have
found that academic achievement declines across adolescence and this decline is
accompanied by losses in motivation and engagement (Anderman & Mueller, 2010).
Declines are sharpest during the first year of middle school. One prominent explanation

for these declines is offered by theories of stage-environment fit, which emphasize the
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ongoing and increasing mismatch between the middle school context and the
developmental needs of early adolescents. Youth experience the middle school
environment as less supportive than that of elementary school. Disciplinary concerns
make the classroom more controlling, previously existing relationships are disrupted, and
student perceptions of their academic ability decline (Eccles, Midgley, Wigfield,
Buchanan, Reuman, Flanagan, & Maclver, 1993).

As adolescents make the transition to middle school, their social relationships are
also changing. The characteristics of their relationships with parents are changing, as
young people move toward greater personal autonomy (Laursen & Collins, 2009). The
quality of relationships with teachers also seems to be declining in middle school.
Students generally do not perceive these connections as being as warm and supportive as
in elementary school (Barber & Olsen, 2004). At the same time, youth spend more time
with peers and less time with adults (Larson & Richards, 1991). An increase in the
number of same-age peers, compared to elementary school, is accompanied by changing
groups of peers throughout the day, as adolescents move from class to class. Not
surprisingly, large changes in the composition of the peer group often occur at the
beginning of middle school. Old friendships may fade away and new connections form
and reform during the middle school years, with this volatility especially pronounced
immediately after the transition (Cantin & Boivin, 2004).

The nature of peer relationships also changes. Increasing self-disclosure,
intimacy, and warmth are part of the overall improvement in the quality of friendships

during early adolescence (Berndt, 1996). In the peer context, social acceptance and
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rejection become more salient, introducing an additional source of challenge and
potential stress for students, during what is already a challenging and stressful transition.
But early adolescents also experience increases in instrumental, informational, and
emotional support from peers (Cantin & Boivin, 2004), suggesting that peers may have
the potential to serve as a resource for motivation and coping. They offer a potential
source of solutions for academic and social problems, and may have the capacity to exert
a positive impact on an individual’s functioning during this crucial transition. The
academic outcomes for a student facing challenges and obstacles at school will depend, to
some extent, on the peer group members with whom they affiliate, and the particular
skills and abilities of those peers. Those skills and abilities could include the coping
strategies they employ in challenging academic situations.
Present Study

The aim of the present study is to explore the role of peers in students’
motivational resilience, examining whether peers are involved in the processes linking
academic coping, engagement, and outcomes. Building on work showing the
motivational benefits of affiliating with more engaged peers, this study uses strategies for
capturing students’ peer group affiliations to examine the effects of affiliating with peers
who cope more (or less) adaptively. Building on studies showing that students own
coping shapes their subsequent engagement, this study targets the effects of peers on
changes in students’ engagement across the first year of middle school. In processes of
motivational resilience, peers’ coping may serve as a social resource when students

encounter academic challenges and stressors. Peers may bolster a student’s interest and
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involvement by affecting their motivational processes. In other words, if a student doesn’t
have the requisite adaptive coping strategies in his or her own individual repertoire, the
student may still do well if these strategies are readily available within the larger
repertoire of his or her peer group. If, for example, when students encounter problems or
setbacks, their peers model or jump in with adaptive strategies (like problem-solving or
self-encouragement), they can help a student overcome adversity. Receiving help from
another student on challenging homework problems, for example, may relieve anxiety
and increase a student’s self-confidence. In contrast, if students’ peers react to difficulties
with maladaptive responses, such as providing distractions, or reinforcing a negative
attitude, a student may have greater difficulty overcoming setbacks. In sum, using
methods to capture students’ actual peer affiliations, a study is planned that will examine
whether peers’ academic coping can act as a resource for students’ motivational
resilience, and thereby predict changes in student’s own academic engagement over the

first year of middle school.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

As background for the current study, this chapter reviews research on academic
engagement and peer influences in middle school. I will begin with a look at engagement,
and its link to motivational resilience. Then I will review the challenges students face in
middle school and the role of peers. This will be followed by a brief consideration of
academic adversity, the ways students cope, and how coping relates to academic
engagement. Finally, I will discuss key studies involving the role of peers in academic
coping and motivational resilience with a specific focus on the methodological
difficulties for examination of peer influences in school.
Academic Engagement

Students’ engagement, defined as their active, enthusiastic, participation with
schoolwork in the classroom, is a multidimensional construct (Fredricks et al., 2004).
Two primary components are behavioral engagement and emotional engagement.
Behavioral engagement refers to active participation, whereas emotional engagement
refers to positive affective involvement and enthusiasm. The opposite of engagement is
not mere absence of engagement. It has been referred to variously as disengagement,
disaffection, or alienation, and also includes behavioral and emotional components.
Disaffection is more than the lack of engagement, but the two are closely related, and
there is some core overlap (Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009).

Academic engagement is often conceptualized in motivational terms (Wigfield,
Eccles, Fredricks, Simpkins, Roeser, & Schiefele, 2015), but the relationship between

engagement and motivation is complex and dynamic. Whereas motivation is the
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direction, intensity and persistence of action, the wellspring from which activity arises,
engagement is the quality or character of activity. It reflects motivation, but it also, in
turn, influences motivation. Engagement is associated with a number of motivational
variables, including goal pursuit and perseverance, mastery orientation, beliefs about
ability and effort, self-efficacy, interest, and enjoyment. In fact, most theories of
academic motivation include some aspect of active participation and enthusiastic
involvement (Skinner, Kindermann, Connell, & Wellborn, 2009; Skinner, 2016).
Engagement is present when there is underlying motivation to be involved in schoolwork
and to achieve.

Academic engagement, as the manifest sign of productive activity and emotions
related to school, is good news for educators. It is an antecedent and a reliable predictor
of positive school outcomes, including academic achievement, attainment, and general
well-being (Fredricks et al., 2004; Upadyaya & Salmela-Aro, 2013). Students who are
more engaged work harder and get better grades. Engagement is a tangible and
immediate manifestation of motivation and participation that can be observed and
assessed by teachers. Because of its centrality to motivation and its link to positive
outcomes, academic engagement is an important component of motivational resilience,
the ability of students to bounce back from challenges and setbacks.

Moreover, engagement is malleable, and can be targeted for intervention in
classroom structure and teaching practices. Although children may not be aware of the
social dimension of academic engagement, schoolwork takes place within a complex

social context. Engagement is a quality of academic activity by individual students, but
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other people are also participating in these activities. They are in the context, directing,
encouraging, busily doing the same things, or being present and noninvolved, distracted
or disinterested. In accordance with the social ecological theory of development
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), and contextual views of academic motivation,
(Wentzel, 2004), social partners are expected to play important roles in academic
engagement, and empirical research demonstrates their importance (Wentzel, 1998).

Unfortunately, as children get older their academic engagement decreases. Their
involvement and enthusiasm for school decline (Wigfield et al., 2015). These declines
begin in late elementary school, with a sharp drop at the transition to middle school, and
then a gradual decline across the remainder of middle school and secondary school
(Fredricks et al., 2004). The decline in engagement is associated with declines in other
processes that reflect motivation and achievement. These declines are different for boys
and for girls, and subject to individual variation, but the overall trend is clear, and has
been consistently documented in studies over several decades (Wigfield et al., 2015).
Transition to Middle School

The beginning of middle school holds promise and excitement for early
adolescents. At this juncture, students make the tangible move from the school context
that is typical of childhood to one that is associated with opportunities to behave in ways
that are more grown-up. Their social world is expanding. The content of social activities
is changing. The school day, schoolwork, and the school environment are also changing.
From learning the basics, students move into subjects that are more complex and abstract.

The school curriculum seems, from an adult perspective, to become more interesting,
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relevant and valuable. And yet, research shows that many students become less engaged
in school and do less well than in elementary school. The transition to middle school is a
tough time for a lot of kids. It is characterized by widespread stress (Goldstein, Boxer, &
Rudolph, 2015), arising from bewildering new contexts, unfamiliar experiences, and the
weight of new responsibilities. This stressful transition is accompanied not only by losses
in academic engagement and achievement, but also by declines in motivation. As
children’s cognitive functioning matures, perceptions of their academic ability become
more realistic, and as a result, students’ evaluations of their own ability and competence
decline. There is also, on average, a decline in intrinsic motivation and in interest in and
valuing of school (Gottfried, Fleming & Gottfried, 2001).

Stage-Environment Fit Theory. The predominant explanation for this pattern of
empirical findings has been articulated in Stage-Environment Fit Theory (Eccles &
Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al, 1993; Midgley, Middleton, Gheen, & Kumar, 2002). From
this perspective, the declines in academic achievement, engagement, and motivation that
are typically seen in early adolescence are not an inevitable consequence of the many
changes in early adolescent development following puberty. Rather, the premise of this
theory is that there is a mismatch between the requirements and affordances of the middle
school environment and the needs of youth at this age. Students need developmentally
appropriate contexts and activities that provide adequate opportunities for the satisfaction
of their psychological and developmental needs. These needs include not only basic
human psychological needs, such as choice and relationships, but also the resources and

opportunities that students require for growth.
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Developmental needs are age-specific, and are tied to expanding cognitive and
social capabilities. Eccles and Midgley (1989) mention five such developmental changes
that affect students’ needs: 1) critical thinking, 2) more differentiated ability concept, 3)
desire for more control, 4) greater self-consciousness and social comparison, and 5)
relationships with peers and non-parental adults increase in importance. In a review of
empirical research, Midgley and colleagues (2002) focused on the mismatch between the
opportunities afforded in middle school and students’ age-specific needs for complex and
critical thinking, choice and control, and relatedness. They describe research showing that
middle schools are poorly designed to meet these needs for children as they transition out
of elementary school.

In middle school, entering students find themselves in a larger school, with more
students, several classes throughout the day, and multiple teachers, instead of one teacher
in one classroom throughout the day. Teachers are concerned with classroom
management and potential discipline problems, so teaching practices are more controlling
and provide fewer opportunities for choice and decision-making by students. The
curriculum is geared to a greater extent toward test performance, and as a result, does not
generally challenge the new cognitive capabilities that are developing for this age group.
Although the subject matter may be more advanced, the focus on performance works
against possibilities for more challenging mastery-oriented learning for individual
students, and emphasizes instead rote-learning of material geared directly toward the

contents of standardized tests. Pressure to perform on tests and increased competition
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with other students can threaten student perceptions of competence and contribute to
doubts about their own academic ability.

In their work on stage-environment fit, Eccles, Midgley, and their colleagues
(Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al., 1993; Midgley et al., 2002) have applied a
motivational perspective, basing their empirical investigations on expectancy-value
theory and goal theory. The mismatches, however, between salient stage-specific
developmental needs and the middle school environment are not limited in their
consequences to intrapsychic motivation, but have a similar pervasive negative effect on
observable academic engagement. The fit or mismatch between the school environment
and all of the needs described in stage-environment fit theory exert a significant
downward pressure on adolescents’ engagement.

Social relationships. At the same time that the school structure undergoes
unfavorable changes, existing social relationships and supports may be disrupted. In this
respect also, middle schools may not be providing the opportunities required for optimal
growth and development. The relationships that students develop with their teachers are
more impersonal than those in elementary school (Barber & Olsen, 2004). And because
there are more students and different students in different classes, old friendships from
elementary school may dissolve while new friendships and connections with unfamiliar
peers are forming. Increasing social demands and disruption of existing friendships,
while new relationships may be temporary or uncertain, can interfere with students’ need
for connection or relatedness. (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Furrer & Skinner, 2003). At

the same time, the novelty of the middle school environment, in combination with
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unfamiliar activities, norms, and physical and social context, can threaten adolescents’
sense of belonging, since students are unfamiliar with the world to which they are trying
to connect (Hamm & Faircloth, 2005).

The characteristics and consequences of the middle school transition for
individual students depend to a great extent on the specific social contexts that surround
them. For early adolescents, peer relationships play a key role in the unfolding of all
developmental processes, especially at school. The domain in which adolescents
encounter the most varied opportunities to explore their new capabilities, and arrive at
effective solutions, is in experiences with others their own age. This is the world of peer
relationships.

Peers at School in Early Adolescence

In order to better understand the effects of peers on students’ academic
engagement in middle school, it is useful to review what is known about the unique
features of peer relationships in adolescence and how they influence the individual in the
school context. In this section, I will summarize major developmental changes in peer
relationships, and review foundational research on the positive influences of peers in
middle school.

Developmental changes in peer relationships. Because the transition to middle
school coincides approximately with the beginning of adolescence, students’ new
experiences include not only changes in the structure and organization of school, but also
changing features of social relationships. These changes are associated with puberty and

the developmental transition into adolescence. Peers are becoming more important in
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several ways, relative to parents, teachers, and other adults. Some of these changes may
be involved in the effect of peers on student engagement in middle school. First, the
amount of time spent with agemates outside the home increases, while the amount of
time spent with the family decreases. (Larsons & Richards, 1991; Larson, Richards,
Moneta, Holmbeck, & Duckett, 1996). This is consistent with adolescents’ growing
desire for greater independence and personal autonomy in the form of choice and control.
Larson and colleagues (1996) found that the diminishing time spent with parents was not
a function of family conflict, but instead reflected the increasing breadth and depth of
relationships with peers and of activities outside the home.

Second, at this important developmental juncture, the activities that adolescents
are involved in while away from adults and among themselves are also changing. Even
though a variety of extracurricular activities are available in middle school, participation
declines compared to elementary school (Juvonen, et al., 2012). Children are spending
more time together, but they are doing it increasingly in their free time, and less
frequently in structured and supervised activities. They are doing things with best friends
and in small groups, playing sports, going places, conversing, joking, and hanging out.
Undesirable activities that are rare in elementary school become more common, including
smoking, substance abuse, and violence. Many parents are concerned about the influence
of peers on their teens. Peers are sometimes seen as a hazard around which youth must
navigate, a threat to their future as productive adults. But as peers become a bigger part of

life in early adolescence, they also have the potential to play a positive role.

14



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

Some of the changes in peer relationships during adolescence reflect a move
toward increasing social maturity. During this developmental period, peer relationships
exhibit more intimacy and reciprocity, sharing, and mutual aid, compared to childhood.
Informational, instrumental, and emotional support occur more frequently, and are not
limited to close friendships (Cantin & Boivin, 2004). Acceptance and rejection, the key
processes involved in the elementary school social world, continue, but popularity takes
on a new dimension in early adolescence with the development of complex cognitive
capabilities. Social comparison becomes salient (Eccles & Midgley, 1989), and self-
characterization and self-categorization are now more determined by abstract categories
and group membership (Brown and Larson, 2009).

Relatedness with particular others and belonging to groups and to the school
community continue to fill a basic need, providing affiliation and fun, but they also take
on deeper symbolic meaning and increasing importance in the lives of adolescents, as the
age-specific social structure is transformed and new social dynamics appear (Farmer, et
al., 2016; Hamm and Faircloth, 2005). Enmeshed in these new dynamics are
developmental changes in the role of peer relationships: Early adolescents demonstrate a
greater susceptibility to peer influences than at any other point in adolescence (Steinberg
& Monahan, 2007).

Positive influences of peers in middle school. Just as peers are playing a much
larger overall role in the lives of young adolescents, they also have a growing role in
students’ school lives. The present study will focus on the positive impact of peers in

school, specifically, on academic engagement. Because engagement is intimately
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connected to achievement and motivation, a basic understanding of the role of peers in
school success provides a useful background for the current study. A considerable body
of research has studied the association between peer characteristics and achievement,
motivation, and engagement (for reviews see Wentzel & Muenks, 2016; Ryan & Shin,
2018). These three facets of academic functioning all decline across adolescence, most
dramatically at the beginning of middle school, but all three have also been shown to be
associated with positive influence from peers, at least for many students. The evidence
suggests that positive peer relationships can serve as a resource that partially offsets these
normative declines.

Peer effects on achievement. Compared to adolescents with poor peer
relationships, those with good peer relationships generally perform better in school. A
body of research shows there is an association between peer group member achievement
and a student’s own achievement (Altermatt & Pomerantz, 2003, 2005; Burke & Sass,
2013; Cook, Deng, & Margano, 2007; Veronneau, Vitaro, Brendgen, Dishion, &
Tremblay, 2010; Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997). A number of cross-sectional studies have
sought to explain the positive relationship between peers and academic achievement by
studying the qualities of peer relationships and the characteristics of individual peers and
of the peer group that might account for the positive impact of peers on achievement in
middle school. For example, Wentzel, McNamara Barry, and Caldwell (2004) found
prosocial behavior by peers to be a significant factor, mediating the link between peer
relationships and achievement. Other peer attributes found to be associated with

achievement during middle school include perceived relationship quality (Liem &
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Martin, 2011), emotional and academic support from peers (Azmitia & Cooper, 2001;
Patrick, Ryan, & Kaplan, 2007), peer emotional support and academic expectations of the
student (Wentzel, Russell & Baker, 2016), and sense of belonging (Roeser, Midgley, &
Urdan, 1996).

Peer effects on motivation. Research has also found an important relationship
between positive peer relationships and several indicators of academic motivation (for
reviews, see Ladd, Herald-Brown, & Kochel, 2009; Wentzel, 2017). Kiuru and
colleagues (Kiuru, Aunola, Vuori & Nurmi, 2007), for example, in a study of Finnish 9%
graders, found both short-term academic expectations and long-term aspirations for
schooling were strongly correlated among members of peer groups. There is more to peer
effects, however, than just the rubbing off of desirable qualities. Other variables
representing characteristics of the peer group may also affect adolescent academic
motivation at the individual level. Nelson and DeBacker (2008) found that being valued
and respected by classmates and having a best friend who valued academics were
associated with adaptive achievement motivation (mastery, performance-approach, and
responsibility goals). Several studies have also found that support from peers (peer
acceptance, emotional support, or academic support) is a significant predictor of
motivational outcomes, including students’ liking of school (Boulton & Boulton, 2011),
achievement goals and self-efficacy (Patrick et al., 2007), interest in classroom activities
(Wentzel, Battle, Russell, & Looney, 2010), valuing and identification (Wang & Eccles,

2012), and mastery orientation (Wentzel, Muenks, McNeish, & Russell, 2017).

17



PEERS” ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

The most persuasive evidence comes from three short-term longitudinal studies of
peer groups and academic motivation. In a first study, Altermatt and Pomerantz (2003)
found evidence of a positive impact of peers in a longitudinal investigation of fourth,
fifth, and sixth graders, across the transition to middle school. The authors assessed
competence-related beliefs (self-perceptions of competence, and ability attributions for
success and failure) and motivational beliefs (level of personal standards for
achievement, importance of meeting standards, and preference for challenge) at the
individual and group levels, and analyzed change over the year. Peer group beliefs about
ability attributions for success, and about the importance of meeting standards, positively
predicted students’ individual change in these variables from fall to spring.

In a second study, Ryan (2001), using multilevel modeling on a sample of seventh
grade middle school students, found that peers’ liking of school predicted students’ own
liking of school. Additionally, both peers’ fall achievement and motivation (expectancy
for success, intrinsic value for school, and utility value for school) were strong and
significant predictors of changes in student achievement from fall to spring. In a third
study, Shin and Ryan (2014) analyzed peer effects on achievement goals over the course
of the school year, with a sample of sixth graders surveyed in the fall and spring. Peer
group levels of mastery goals and performance approach goals were found to positively
predict changes in individual mastery goals and performance approach goals across the
academic year.

Peer effects on engagement. While the findings regarding peer effects on

achievement and motivation are interesting and important, the most relevant work for the
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current study involves research that investigates the engaged participation of students in
relation to the engagement and related characteristics of their peers (for reviews see
Juvonen, Espinoza & Knifsend, 2012; Wentzel, 2017; Ryan & Shin, 2018). Research has
found evidence of associations of academic engagement with a variety of variables
assessed at the peer group level, including academic value (You & Sharkey, 2009), peer
culture (composed of relationship quality and academic oriented behaviors; Lynch,
Lerner & Leventhal, 2013), and academic support (Chen, 2005; Patrick, et al., 2007).
Some studies have used generalized constructs of support from peers at school, while
others have been more focused. One general measure of peer support, using four items
focused on relationship quality, was positively associated with student engagement (Li,
Lynch, Kalvin, Liu, & Lerner, 2011). A different, composite measure of peer support,
including items assessing support for autonomy, relatedness, and competence, was also
found to be positively associated with engagement. This relationship was found to be
mediated by school fit (Zimmer-Gembeck, Chipuer, Hanisch, Creed, & McGregor,
2006). Other authors have emphasized social support from peers (Wentzel, Donlan, &
Morrison, 2012). Peer social support, for example, has been found to predict school
compliance, a component of behavioral engagement (Wang & Eccles, 2012). Another
specific form of support, emotional support from peers, has been found to be positively
associated with academic engagement (Patrick et al., 2007).

Students with more positive peer relationships also show improvements in
engagement in longitudinal studies (Kindermann, 1993; Kindermann, McCollam, &

Gibson, 1996). For example, in a study of a cohort of sixth graders, Kindermann (2007)
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found that the average level of engagement of students’ peer groups in the fall predicted
students’ own engagement in the spring, controlling for student engagement in the fall.
Another recent study (Wang, Kiuru, Degol, and Salmela-Aro, 2018) also found that
engagement levels in the peer group positively predicted student’s engagement across the
school year in a Finnish sample of secondary school students.

The literature reviewed demonstrates that peers can have positive effects for
middle school students on several academic outcomes, including achievement, multiple
facets of academic motivation, and engagement. Peers who are doing well, wanting to
succeed, and actively participating in school can be beneficial for their classmates. Not
only do achievement, motivation, and engagement found in the peer group affect
students’ own levels on those variables, additional characteristics of peers and peer
relationships, as well as social, emotional, and instrumental support from peers, have
been found to have positive relationships with desirable outcomes. A number of studies
have been cross-sectional, showing associations of peer levels of motivation,
engagement, and such other important predictors as grades, expectations, values, and
relationship quality with student academic outcomes. But most importantly, longitudinal
studies also support the existence of a strong positive, potentially causal, relationship
between peer group level variables and student motivation and engagement. Peers can
have a beneficial impact in adolescents’ education. They may be a valuable resource for

students making the transition to middle school.
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Chapter 3. Contributions of the Present Study

Research has established that peers are an important part of the school context
that can contribute in beneficial ways to students’ education. Very little research,
however, has investigated the connection between peers and academic coping. This
chapter reviews the concepts of academic coping and motivational resilience. It considers
the role of coping strategies used by peers as a characteristic of the peer context. The
objectives of the current study are introduced in terms of how peers’ coping might

contribute to students’ success at school.

Academic Adversity, Coping, and Motivational Resilience

The challenges that students face at the beginning of middle school, and the
mismatch between the new school environment and the student’s developmental stage,
create stress for early adolescents making this transition. Their ability to cope with this
stress will be a key determinant of their success in the years ahead. In fact, adaptive
coping can be seen as a motivational resource. Those who possess positive and effective
ways of academic coping, and put them into practice in the face of challenges at school,
will have a greater chance of navigating the hazards of this transition and doing well in
school. Students who use less productive and less effective ways of coping will have
more difficulty overcoming obstacles, frustrations, and setbacks. Maladaptive copers are
at greater risk of suffering declines in engagement and achievement across the middle
school years, and these adverse consequences may carry forward into high school and

later life.
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Adversity at school. Dealing with everyday academic adversity is a concern for
all students. Everyday challenges include a variety of general hassles and stressors
(Burnett & Fanshawe, 1997). Some of these involve stressful or emotional experiences
with contexts, and relationships, ranging from unfair treatment or not getting along with
teachers, to crowded and noisy classrooms, feeling vulnerable or embarrassed, anxiety
about performance, and school-related conflict in relationships with peers or parents. A
central component of everyday hassles and stressors, however, involves academic work
itself. This includes trouble completing schoolwork or homework, difficulty learning
curriculum (in general or a particular subject), boredom and distraction during class, and
difficulty answering a hard question or solving a problem in class. Stress from academic
work can also involve exams, whether it be anxiety before and during exams, trouble
with specific questions on an exam, or failing or doing poorly on an exam. Performance
assessment, including grades on assignments, exams and report cards, may represent a
threat of failure, and becomes a source of everyday school-related stress and anxiety for
many students. Difficulties at schools may also include major adverse events, like
suspension, failing a course, or being required to repeat a grade, but few students face
such major setbacks. The present study looks at the everyday challenges, hassles, and
setbacks faced by most students when dealing with their academic work.

Academic coping. In the school context, academic coping includes all the ways
students deal with setbacks and adversity in their academic endeavors. A wide variety of
ways of responding to the everyday hassles and academic demands of school have been

identified. Some are more productive and adaptive than others. Adaptive strategies
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contribute to persistence, continuing engagement, or reengagement, and are associated
with positive traits, including interest, self-efficacy, pro-social behavior, and optimism, as
well as positive academic and personal outcomes, including adjustment to school
transitions, use of deeper learning strategies, better academic performance, well-being,
and life satisfaction. Maladaptive strategies typically lead to giving up, avoiding, or
disengaging with academic tasks, and are associated with negative traits and outcomes,
including feelings of ineffectiveness, use of surface learning strategies, poor academic
performance, and school-related burnout (see Skinner & Saxton, 2019, for a review).
Skinner, Pitzer, and Steele (2013) identified 11 ways of coping that are common in
academic settings, five adaptive ways, and six maladaptive ways. The following is a brief
description of each way of coping and their importance in academic settings as reported
by Skinner and colleagues (2013, for details, see Table 3.1)

The most common form of adaptive academic coping is strategizing, or problem-
solving, a proactive approach to dealing with setbacks, that includes trying to understand
the problem and take action to improve outcomes in the future. Strategizing is solution-
focused because it is the first step towards doing something about a problem: figuring out
what to do and how to go about it so a plan can be put into action. Strategizing is strongly
correlated with help-seeking, the second most common way of academic coping. Help-
seeking involves reaching out to someone for information or assistance. Help-seeking and
strategizing are strongly correlated with each other, and both are also strongly positively

correlated with engagement and re-engagement or persistence. Re-engagement is the
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ability to return to behaviorally and emotionally engaged learning after a frustration or
setback (Pitzer & Skinner, 2017).

Some studies have combined help-seeking and other ways of coping into a
category labeled social support, but the current study uses a more fine-grained approach
and distinguishes the functionally distinct forms of instrumental and informational
support, which constitute help-seeking, on the one hand, from comfort-seeking, on the
other hand. Comfort-seeking is an emotion- and relationship-based form of social
support, which involves turning to others for comfort, reassurance, and encouragement,
functioning primarily to regulate emotion. Comfort-seeking helps improve mood and
replenish energetic resources, but is only moderately correlated with engagement. Two
additional adaptive ways of coping also involve proactive approaches in the face of
setbacks, functioning to up-regulate motivation. Self-encouragement includes reassuring
oneself, increasing confidence and optimism. Commitment involves reminders of the
personal importance of academic outcomes. It can include thoughts about why a task is
important and worthwhile. Comfort-seeking, self-encouragement, and commitment are
also positively correlated with both engagement and re-engagement.

Research has also identified a set of maladaptive ways of dealing with academic
challenges and difficulties. Confusion is a nonproductive reaction to an obstacle or
setback that takes the form of uncertainty, going blank, or getting stuck. Confusion is a
common form of maladaptive coping, second only to rumination. Two additional
common forms of maladaptive coping are self-pity and concealment. Self-pity consists of

adopting an attitude of defeat and generalizing a bad experience into a pattern that often
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links to feeling sorry for oneself. Concealment involves trying to hide failures, mistakes,
or setbacks from other people. Confusion, self-pity, and concealment have all been found
to be negatively correlated with engagement and re-engagement.

Less common forms of maladaptive coping include escape, and projection.
Escape is a form of mental avoidance or denial that includes devaluing or detaching
oneself from the academic task or topic that led to the setback. Escape coping is closely
related to disengagement. Projection involves blaming a setback or obstacle on someone
else, or circumstances beyond one’s own control. This could consist of blaming a teacher
or characterizing a test as unfair. Projection is the least common way of coping, and is
strongly negatively correlated with strategizing and help-seeking. Concealment and
projection are negatively correlated with engagement and re-engagement. Finally,
rumination, although it is the most common form of maladaptive coping, is somewhat of
a unique breed. Rumination is worry or repetitive thoughts that take on an obsessional
character. It is a passive process of focus on negative aspects of a situation. Rumination is
not strongly correlated with other forms of maladaptive coping. It is the only maladaptive
strategy that is not strongly negatively correlated with academic engagement and re-
engagement.

Emotional reactivity, individual differences in stress, and ways of coping.
Skinner and colleagues (2013) also investigated the connections between different ways
of coping and emotional reactivity, defined as the extent, intensity, and duration of
negative reactions to emotion-eliciting stimuli (Davidson, 1998; Nock, Wedig,

Holmberg, & Hooley, 2008). Emotional reactivity is seen as a characteristic of the initial
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reaction to a stressor. Students who show high levels of emotional reactivity tend to cope
more maladaptively with academic adversity (Pitzer & Skinner, 2017). This may be
because students’ emotional reactivity affects the quality of their emotional experiences
at school and the appraisals they make about stressful situations. Students with high
emotional reactivity may interpret things more negatively than others. A highly reactive
student is likely to experience more disappointment and discouragement than a less
emotionally reactive student. They may experience school as challenging and difficult
with more frequency and greater intensity. Their overall level of stress is likely to be
significantly higher than students with low reactivity, all other things being equal.

In addition to differences in emotional reactivity, other factors may be associated
with differences in the frequency and intensity of stressful school experiences. Stressors
(and resources) are unequally distributed among students, with some more likely to
experience setbacks and difficulties in their academic work. Individuals are also
differentially susceptible to conditions, in terms of whether they are experienced as
stressful, and differentially susceptible to stress, when it is triggered by a situation (Ellis,
Boyce, Belsky, Bakermans-Karanenburg, & Van Ijzendoorn, 2011). Individual
differences in the total amount of stress experienced and in susceptibility to potentially
stressful situations will be a consideration in the present study.

Methodological challenges in the measurement of coping: average versus
allocation scores. The differences in the levels of stress and quantities of stressors
between individuals present a challenge for the interpretation of survey data on coping

strategies. The most common method for computing coping scores is to use average
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scores, a simple mean of participants’ ratings on all items for a given subscale. However,
researchers have found that average scores for all ways of coping, including both
adaptive and maladaptive, are often positively correlated with each other (Connor-Smith,
Compas, Wadsworth, Thomsen, & Saltzman, 2000; Skinner & Saxton, 2019). One
explanation for this surprising finding is that participants who experience high levels of
stress may use a large number of different ways of coping, both adaptive and
maladaptive, and this leads to positive correlations among ways of coping. From this
perspective, average scores are double-barreled: They reflect both a student’s relative
preferences for different ways of coping with stressful events and the frequency and
intensity of overall stressful events encountered. One method researchers have developed
to remove information about levels of stress from coping scores is to transform average
scores into proportional scores, by dividing a student’s average score by the total amount
of coping reported by the student, both positive and negative (Vitaliano, Maiuro, Russo,
& Becker, 1987). The transformed scores are referred to as allocation scores, because
they represent how much (i.e., what percentage) of an individual’s total coping they have
allocated to each of the possible ways of coping. This transformation is particularly
important because the use of raw scores tends to overemphasize the importance of
maladaptive coping. By using the allocation scores instead of the raw scores, the scores
are adjusted to better reflect the relative importance of maladaptive and adaptive coping
and, in a sense remove the distortion that results from the presence of high levels of
stress. This method is used in the current study to adjust the measurement of coping for

any differences in the levels of adversity and stress faced by students.
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Table 3.1. Ways of Academic Coping
ENG REENG

Adaptive Ways of Coping, in order of prevalence

Strategizing. Attempts to figure out what to do to solve .590 621
problems or prevent them in future encounters.

Help-seeking. Going to teachers or other adults for
instrumental aid in understanding material or figuring out 654 583
how to learn more effectively.

Comfort-seeking. Turning to others for emotional 533 443
reassurance, consolation, and cheer.

Self-encouragement. Attempts to regulate one’s flagging 582 506
emotions by bolstering confidence and optimism.

Commitment. Attempts to remind oneself why challenging 578 511
academic work is personally important and worth the effort.

Maladaptive Ways of Coping, in order of prevalence

Confusion. Stress reaction in which thoughts or next steps -.534 -433
become unclear or disorganized.

Escape. Attempts to mentally avoid or remove oneself from -.453 -561
difficulties and poor outcomes.

Concealment. Attempts to prevent others from finding out -.485 -477
about the occurrence of negative events.

Self-Pity. Feeling sorry for oneself and one’s tribulations. -.627 -.512

Rumination. Preoccupation with the negative or anxious -171 014"

features of a stressful situation.

Projection. Blaming other people for the negative outcome. -.652 -.692

Correlations () are shown for each way of coping with engagement (ENG) as well as
with Reengagement (REENG) in the fall for a sample of 1,020 students in grades 3
through 6 (Skinner, Pitzer, & Steele, 2013). All correlations are significant at the p <.001
level, except ns = nonsignificant.

28



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

Motivational resilience. All students face academic adversity, but they vary in
the ways they respond. Some students exhibit a pattern of responding that is proactive
and adaptive. They bounce back quickly and easily from difficulty or setbacks. Other
students exhibit a pattern of responding passively or maladaptively. They may become
mired in discouragement or helplessness. Most students are somewhere in between. The
degree to which individuals are able to bounce back from challenges and threats and not
lose their forward momentum can be considered a manifestation of motivational
resilience (Skinner & Pitzer, 2012). In the academic sphere, motivational resilience is the
ability to maintain or regain persistent effort and participation in schoolwork following a
setback, difficulty, or failure.

Motivational resilience is related to academic engagement. The ability to maintain
engagement in the face of potentially demotivating circumstances, and to reengage after a
setback, is a sign of motivational resilience (Pitzer & Skinner, 2017). The current study
investigates motivational resilience in a developmental way. The outcome of interest is
changes in engagement from the beginning to the end of sixth grade, and the influence of
peers. Maintaining or increasing academic engagement in the first year of middle school,
a time of normative declines, is a manifestation of motivational resilience. The study
seeks to determine whether, in the face of everyday challenges and setbacks, the

academic coping of a students’ peers contributes to motivational resilience.

Peers and Coping
The literature reviewed so far has revealed that peers can be a valuable resource

for academic achievement, motivation, and engagement. In addition, academic coping
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has been shown to be a resource that contributes to students’ motivational resilience.
Knowing that peers are a resource, and that academic coping is a resource, suggests that
peers’ coping may also be a resource for the individual student. For some ways of coping,
such as strategizing, self-encouragement, commitment, and help-seeking, having it
present in your peer group may be similar to having it yourself. Peers good at
strategizing, for example, might help a student with their schoolwork and show them how
to do problem-solving. With other adaptive ways of coping, peers might serve as a role
model. Seeing peers perform an adaptive coping strategy and maintain engagement could
inspire other students, and help them become more energized and involved. On the other
hand, maladaptive ways of coping, such as self-pity, escape, or blaming the teacher
(projection), if present in the peer group, may be a liability for students. When peers are
coping maladaptively with academic adversity, we can imagine that a student may be
more susceptible to discouragement and have more trouble maintaining their academic
engagement than when their peers are making use of adaptive ways of academic coping.
Little research, however has directly investigated the effect of peers’ coping on academic
outcomes.

Research on peers and academic coping. In a recent review of academic coping
(Skinner & Saxton, 2019), only two studies looked at peers and coping. In the first study,
Shih (2015) focused on academic burnout, which is sometimes considered as the opposite
of engagement, and examined the roles of peer support, classroom structure, and two
forms of adaptive academic coping as predictors of burnout in a sample of Taiwanese 8™

graders. Perceived peer support was assessed using the Student Social Support Scale
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(Belmont, Skinner, Wellborn, & Connell, 1992; e.g., “My classmates say nice things to
me when I have done something well”). Peer support was significantly negatively
correlated with all three components of burnout: emotional exhaustion (» = -.22, p <.05),
cynicism (» = -.15, p <.05), and lack of efficacy (» =-.45, p <.01). In a structural
equation model, the relationship between peer support and burnout was fully mediated by
positive academic coping, with standardized path coefficients from peer support to
“engagement coping” and from “engagement coping” to academic burnout of .30

and -.40, respectively (p <.05). In this sample, support from peers in the classroom was
a moderately strong predictor of adaptive academic coping.

In the second study, Reschly, Huebner, Appleton, and Antaramian (2008) were
interested in exploring the importance of positive affect as a predictor of academic
outcomes in seventh to tenth graders. They found that adaptive academic coping was
significantly related to several components of a multidimensional measure of
engagement, and mediated the relationship between positive affect and engagement. A
subscale of the Student Engagement Instrument, used in the study (Appleton,
Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 2006), was Peer Support for Learning, which consists of
six items related to peers at school (e.g., “Students at my school are there for me when I
need them,” “I have some friends at school”). The zero-order correlation of this measure
with social support-seeking coping was .40 (p < .01), and with problem-solving coping it
was .26 (p <.01). In a multiple regression predicting peer support for learning from
positive affect, with social support-seeking coping as another predictor, and controlling

for sex and age, the standardized regression coefficient for support-seeking coping was
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.23 (p <.01). On the other hand, in a regression predicting peer support for learning from
positive affect, with problem-solving coping as a predictor, and controlling for sex and
age, problem-solving coping was not found to be a significant predictor. The correlations
of peer support to two ways of adaptive coping, as well as the prediction of peer support
for learning from support-seeking coping, provide evidence of a positive association
between peer support, academic coping, and academic engagement.

Although both these studies documented links between peers (support from peers
and positive affect associated with peers) and adaptive coping, they are also both limited
in their measures and design. The links found suggest that peers are a resource in the
school context, and that their ability to serve as a resource is, at least to some extent,
related to academic coping processes. Although there is little research investigating
directly the effect of peers’ academic coping, either in terms of other students’ academic
coping or in terms of academic outcomes, the strong positive connection often found
between peers and positive outcomes suggests that peers’ academic coping may be an
important but overlooked area. At the same time, like much of the work examining the
effects of peers, both of these studies relied on students’ reports of their impressions of
peer characteristics rather than looking directly at peers themselves. Individual students’
perceptions of their peers can be biased in response to their own interpretations of the
nature and value of their relationships. Moreover, both studies used cross-sectional data
collected at a single time point, making it impossible to discern the direction of effects.
The current study utilized measures of actual peer groups and their characteristics in a

short-term longitudinal design that allowed us to test whether the characteristics of
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students’ actual peer groups can predict changes in their own engagement over the first

year of middle school.

Challenges to the Study of Peer Relationships and Peer Influence

The research reviewed offers compelling evidence of multiple ways that desirable
academic outcomes are connected to students’ relationships with peers. Peers are seen to
be a resource for students. The results of longitudinal models in some of this research
provide empirical support for the proposition that peers often influence students in a
positive direction in their schooling. But the study of peers is complex and
methodologically challenging, for three reasons.

First, it can be difficult to identify peer groups. Natural peer groups consist of
children who are affiliated and regularly interact. These groups are hard to define because
they are created by the students, evolve dynamically, and sometimes overlap. There are
different ways to obtain and analyze data about students’ significant peer affiliations.
Traditionally, studies simply ask students to provide lists of their affiliates (e.g.,
Altermatt & Pomerantz, 2003). This provides information about each individual student’s
perceived peer group memberships. It has the disadvantage that participants may be
biased in their perceptions of their relationships with others, for example, seeing
themselves as friends with popular children, or omitting unpopular children
(Kindermann, 1996). Some studies attempt to overcome this by including only ties that
are reciprocally nominated by both parties. Another, more comprehensive approach is
social-cognitive mapping (SCM, Cairns, Perrin, & Cairns, 1985). Participants are asked

to complete multiple lists of who “hangs out with whom.” The lists obtained are then
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analyzed statistically to determine the significant peer group members for each student.
This method has the advantage of providing information about students’ actual
affiliations from additional observers, the other students in their classes, as well as
information about their own perceptions. The significance tests help guard against self-
enhancement tendencies (Leung, 1996) because connections are only accepted when they
reach reliability thresholds. SCM takes advantage of the use of both multiple observers
and observers who are experts, in the respect that they have daily opportunities to see the
structure and operation of groups close-up and first-hand. SCM also has an advantage in
being less affected by participation rates, because reports from other participants include
data about group affiliations of students who are absent or do not participate (Cairns &
Cairns, 1994). SCM will be used in the current study to determine each student’s group
of significantly affiliated peers.

Second, it is challenging to capture characteristics of the peer group. Children are
biased in their perceptions of their affiliates, generally overestimating how similar they
are (Ryan, 2000). Asking participants to describe the characteristics of their peer group
yields a measure of their perception of the group, whereas asking group members for
self-reports provides a more accurate assessment of actual characteristics at the individual
level. The current study uses individual self-report data from each group member and
then aggregates the data to generate a group average for the relevant variable. The use of
an aggregate score for the entire group does not always reflect the composition of the
group, depending on the extent of variability within the group. For example, if there may

be some students within the group who are above the average and other students below
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the average. Overall, however, there is generally a high level of similarity within groups;
homophily has consistently been found to be characteristic of peer groups (Laursen,
2017). Because of this, the group average provides a measure that is representative of the
peer group and suitable for use in examining the effect of the group on the individual
over time. In the current study, this averaging procedure is used to compute the peer
group level variables for coping strategies.

The third issue in the study of peers is distinguishing selection from influence.
Although it is well established that dyads and groups of affiliated individuals are
generally similar to each other, exhibiting homophily (Hamm, 2005; Laursen, 2017), it is
also known that this similarity results from a combination of two distinct processes. First,
individuals select each other on the basis of similar characteristics at the beginning of a
relationship. Second, group members become more similar over time as a result of
processes of influence, or socialization (Kandel, 1978; Ryan, 2000). It is not easy to
determine the extent to which similarity is attributable to the two separate sources. Two
primary approaches to this problem are the use of autoregressive longitudinal models
(Kindermann, 1996), and the use of stochastic actor-based network models (SIENA;
Steglich, Snijders, & Pearson, 2010; Shin & Ryan, 2014). The current study uses an
autoregressive longitudinal structural equation model in which peer attributes at time one
predict student engagement at time two, controlling for student engagement at time one.
The correlation of individual levels of academic engagement to their group levels of
coping at the first time point is entered into the model. In addition, separate hypotheses

are tested for each research question controlling for student’s own coping at the
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beginning of the year. Where the average similarity within the group on the coping
variable does not change significantly over the course of the study, as is the case in the
present study, this control for individual student coping at the first time points captures
the selection effect and separates it from the influence of peers over time (Kindermann,
2007).

In spite of the challenges presented by the study of peer effects, the current study
takes an approach that has proven useful for investigating the influence of peers in
academic settings. As further discussed in Chapter 4 (Methods), peer group averages and
SCM are used to examine the relationship between peers’ coping and changes in
students’ academic engagement over the first year of middle school. Specifically, the

following research questions are addressed.

Research Questions and Hypotheses.

The first research question addresses the effect of the overall coping profile of the
peer group on student engagement over the course of the year. The question includes a
second part, to determine whether the effect is different when controlling for student’s
own overall coping profile.

Research Question 1: Effect of peer group coping on student’s engagement
over the year. Does the coping profile shown by a student’s peer group in fall of sixth
grade predict changes in that student’s engagement over the school year?

la. Do peers’ overall profiles of adaptive and maladaptive coping predict

changes in a student’s engagement?
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1b. Do peers’ overall profiles of adaptive and maladaptive coping also predict
changes in a student’s engagement over and above that student’s own profile
of adaptive and maladaptive coping?

The hypotheses tested propose an effect for the peer group’s coping profile on
student engagement. Including student’s own coping profile as a control in hypothesis 1b
will test the possibility that the effect of individual coping on change in engagement is
confounded with the effect of the peer group, by separating the peer effect from the effect
of students’ own coping. Potential confounding would occur, for example, when there is
individual similarity to the group, which would be the case if group membership were
due to self-selection into the group on the basis of characteristics correlated with coping
styles.

Hypothesis 1a. The combined adaptive and maladaptive coping profiles of
students’ peer groups predicts student engagement in the spring, controlling for student
engagement in the fall.

Hypothesis 1b. The combined adaptive and maladaptive coping profiles of
students’ peer groups predicts student engagement in the spring, controlling for students’
engagement in the fall and students’ own combined adaptive and maladaptive coping
profile.

The second research question addresses the effect of adaptive coping found in the
peer group on student engagement over the course of the year. The combination of all
adaptive academic coping strategies are investigated, as well as each of the five

individual adaptive ways of coping. Each of these also includes a second part, to
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determine whether the effect is different when controlling for student’s own level on that
coping measure.

Research Question 2: Effects of adaptive coping and its components on
student engagement. Does the adaptive coping shown by a student’s peer group predict
increases in that student’s own engagement?

2a. Do peers’ profiles of adaptive coping predict increases in a student’s

engagement?
2b. Do peers’ profiles of adaptive coping also predict increases in a student’s
engagement over and above that student’s own profile of adaptive coping?

2c. Do peers’ individual ways of adaptive coping (strategizing, help-seeking,
comfort-seeking, self-encouragement, commitment) predict increases in a
Student’s own engagement?

2d. Do peers’ individual ways of adaptive coping (strategizing, help-seeking,
comfort-seeking, self-encouragement, commitment) also predict increases in
a student’s own engagement over and above that students’ own individual
ways of adaptive coping?

The hypotheses tested are that an effect exists for the peer group’s adaptive
coping on student engagement. Student’s own coping is again included as a control in
separate hypotheses to separate out the effect of students’ own coping, and to address the

possibility that there is similarity in coping due to self-selection into the group.
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Hypothesis 2a. The adaptive coping profiles of students’ peer groups predict
increases in student engagement in the spring, controlling for student engagement in the
fall.

Hypothesis 2b. The adaptive coping profiles of students’ peer groups predict
increases in student engagement in the spring, controlling for student engagement in the
fall, and students’ own adaptive coping profile.

Hypothesis 2c. The individual ways of adaptive coping (strategizing, help-
seeking, comfort-seeking, self-encouragement, commitment) of students’ peer groups
predict increases in student engagement in the spring controlling for student engagement
in the fall.

Hypothesis 2d. The individual ways of adaptive coping (strategizing, help-
seeking, comfort-seeking, self-encouragement, commitment) of students’ peer groups
predict increases in student engagement, controlling for student engagement in the fall,
and students’ own individual ways of adaptive coping.

The third research question addresses the effect of maladaptive coping found in
the peer group on student engagement over the course of the year. The combination of all
maladaptive academic coping strategies are investigated, as well as each of the six
individual maladaptive ways of coping. Each of these also includes a second part, to
determine whether the effect is different when controlling for student’s own level on that

coping measure.
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Research Question 3: Effects of maladaptive coping and its components on
student engagement. Does the maladaptive coping shown by a student’s peer group
predict decreases in that student’s own engagement?
3a. Do peers’ profiles of maladaptive coping predict decreases in a student’s
engagement?
3b. Do peers’ profiles of maladaptive coping also predict decreases in a
student’s engagement over and above that student’s own profile of
maladaptive coping?
3c. Do peers’ individual ways of maladaptive coping (escape, confusion,
isolation, self-pity, rumination, projection) predict decreases in a student’s
engagement?
3d. Do peers’ individual ways of maladaptive coping (escape, confusion,

isolation, self-pity, rumination, projection) also predict decreases in a

student’s engagement over and above that student’s own individual ways of

maladaptive coping?

The hypotheses tested for question three are that an effect exists for the peer
group’s maladaptive coping on student engagement. Maladaptive coping in the peer
group could be a liability for student’s own academic engagement, and is hypothesized
have a negative effect. Student’s own coping is again included as a control in separate
hypotheses to separate out the effect of students’ own coping, and to address the

possibility that there is similarity in coping due to self-selection into the group.

to
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Hypothesis 3a. The maladaptive coping profiles of students’ peer groups

negatively predict student engagement in the spring, controlling for student engagement

in the fall.

Hypothesis 3b. The maladaptive coping profiles of students’ peer groups

negatively predict student engagement in the spring, controlling for student engagement

in the fall, and students’ own maladaptive coping profiles.

Hypothesis 3c. The individual ways of maladaptive coping (escape, confusion,
isolation, self-pity, rumination, projection) of students’ peer groups negatively predict
student engagement in the spring controlling for student engagement in the fall.

Hypothesis 3d. The individual ways of adaptive coping (escape, confusion,
isolation, self-pity, rumination, projection) of students’ peer group negatively predict
student engagement in the spring, controlling for student engagement in the fall, and

students’ own individual ways of maladaptive coping.
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Chapter 4. Methods

The data for this study come from an existing dataset of a longitudinal study of an
entire cohort of sixth graders in the only public middle school in a town in the
northeastern United States. Data collection was during the 1990-1991 academic year. At
the time of the study, approvals were in place from the school Principal and teachers, as
well as the University of Rochester. The current study was conducted upon reapproval by
the Human Subjects Review Board of Portland State University.

The sample consisted of 366 sixth graders enrolled at the school; 340 (93%)
students participated whose parents consented. Ethnicity and socioeconomic status data
were not collected. The town, however, was predominately (over 90%) European
American by descent, and largely lower middle to middle class. 87% of the adult
population had at least a high school degree. The sample was 48% female.

The data collection was organized around the students’ homerooms. Each student
had one homeroom teacher and had a class in their homeroom once a day. Homeroom
teachers had primary responsibility for their homeroom students and indicated that they
were familiar with each of them. All 13 sixth grade homeroom teachers participated in
the study, and they indicated that they knew their students very well. Data collection took
place at two time points, October and May, of sixth grade, the students’ first year in
middle school. This allows for the use of a longitudinal model of the relationship between

study variables.
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Measures

At each of the two time points, students and teachers completed questionnaires.
Measures used in the current study included self-report (ways of coping), teacher-report
(student engagement), and peer report (peer groups). In addition, peer engagement
profiles were computed for each student’s peer group. The surveys for ways of coping
and student engagement used 4-point Likert scales. The data collected for peer groups
consisted of lists completed by students. Trained research assistants monitored and
assisted in the data collection.

Academic engagement was assessed using a 14-item scale measuring teacher
perception of student academic engagement (Wellborn, 1992), including a six item
subscale for behavioral engagement (e.g., “This student works as hard as he/she can”),
and an eight item subscale for emotional engagement (e.g., “In my class this student
appears happy”). Previous research has found the two components to be significantly
intercorrelated (7=.72, n=1018, Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009), and to be
internally consistent (0=.90, Skinner et al., 2009). Cronbach’s alphas in the current study
were .87 for fall engagement and .89 for spring engagement. Teacher reports of academic
engagement were obtained for 318 students in fall and for 322 students in spring. 300
students were assessed at both time points.

Academic coping was assessed using student responses to items measuring their
coping with everyday problems with academic work. Subscales consisting of five items
each assessed 11 ways of coping. All scales have been found to have good internal

consistency reliabilities (Cronbach’s a = .59 to .81) and stability across time (Skinner et
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al., 2013). Each subscale asks students about their response to stressful events in school,
with items using one of four different stems (“When something bad happens to me in
school ...,” “When I have trouble with a subject in school ...,” “When I run into a
problem on an important test ...,” “When I have difficulty learning something ...”). Five
of the subscales assessed adaptive ways of coping, including strategizing (e.g., “...1 try to
see what I did wrong), help-seeking (e.g., “...1 ask for some help with understanding the
material”), comfort-seeking (e.g., “...1 talk about it with someone who will make me feel
better”), self-encouragement (e.g., “...1 tell myself it’ll be okay”), and commitment (e.g.,
“I think about all the reasons it’s important to me”). Six of the subscales assessed
maladaptive ways of coping, including confusion (e.g., “I’m not sure what to do next”),
escape (e.g., “...1 tell myself it’s not such a big deal”), concealment (e.g., “...1 don’t tell

299

anyone about it”), self-pity (e.g., “...1 say ‘this always happens to me’”’), rumination (e.g.,
“...I'think about it all the time”), and projection (e.g., “...I say it was the teacher’s
fault”). A measure for each subscale was computed by taking the mean of the five items
for that subscale.

In addition, these raw scores were then converted to allocation scores by dividing
the average across the items for each subscale by the total of all the subscale scores of
that student for all 11 subscales. The idea is to have an assessment of the extent to which
students distribute their coping resources. Thus two students with the same raw coping

score will have different allocation scores if one of them uses a specific coping strategy

exclusively (100%) whereas the other uses all alternatives. Composites were computed
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for the combined allocation scores for adaptive ways of coping and for maladaptive
coping.

Additionally, coping profile scores were computed by averaging the adaptive and
maladaptive subscale allocation scores, with maladaptive scores reverse coded. These
overall coping profile scores indicate for each student the relative balance overall of
adaptive and maladaptive coping allocations.

Peer groups were assessed using SCM (Social Cognitive Mapping; Cairns et al.,
1985). Student participants were asked to complete a form with room for up to twenty
groups that they observed interacting frequently, each group having spaces for up to
twenty members. None of the students exhausted the space provided on the form.
Students were asked to provide lists of students whom they regularly observe to “hang
out together,” regardless of whether the group included the reporters themselves or not.
They were encouraged to list as many groups as they could think of, including dyads.
This method allows students to be placed into more than one group. At the fall time point,
280 participants completed the peer group questionnaire. At the spring time point, 219
students provided the information.

From the student-completed peer group questionnaires, lists of each student’s
significantly affiliated peer group members were identified using a multiple step
procedure (Kindermann, 1993, 1996). First, the frequency of co-nominations for each
pair of students was entered into a co-occurrence matrix. Next, binomial z-tests were used
to determine whether an individual was more likely to be co-nominated as a group

member with another individual than would be expected by chance. (For an illustration of
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this step, see the subset of a co-occurrence matrix in Table 2 and the example included
there.) In a final step, to avoid problems associated with low expected cell frequencies in
the co-occurrence matrix for many participants, Fisher’s exact test (Sterling’s
approximation, von Eye, 1990) was used in conjunction with the binomial z-test.
Network connections that are significant at the p = .01 level using both tests were entered
into each student’s list of significantly affiliated peers (Kindermann, 2007).

Peer group size, which will be used as a control variable, will be assessed as the
count of the number of members in each student’s group of significantly affiliated peers,
not counting the individual student.

Peer group coping scores were computed by taking the arithmetic mean of the
coping allocation scores for all the affiliates of a student, excluding the respective
student. For example, if student A has a peer group of significantly affiliated peers
including student B, C, D, and E, with allocation scores for strategizing of 10, 9, 11, and
10, respectively, then student A’s peer group strategizing profile allocation score would
be 10.0. The peer group averages were computed using allocation scores for each of the
11 separate ways of coping, and for the composite average of the five adaptive and of the
six maladaptive ways of coping, as well as for the overall coping profile, which is

obtained from all 11 scores, with the maladaptive scores reversed.
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Table 4.1. Subset of a Co-occurrence Matrix of Girls in Sixth Grade (Kindermann, 2007)

KER RYB DAL COD SUO ROM STQ CHR KAA KAW ELT JEP Nom’s.

KER - 28 23 12 10 3 3 0 0 0 0 0 36
RYB 28 - 20 11 12 3 4 0 0 0 0 0 32
DAL 23 20 - 10 9 4 2 0 0 0 0 0 28
COD 12 11 10 - 19 8 13 0 0 0 0 0 29
SUO 10 12 9 19 - 9 10 0 0 0 0 0 29
ROM 3 3 4 8 9 - 4 0 0 0 0 0 11
STQ 3 4 2 13 10 4 - 0 0 0 0 0 17
CHR 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 - 10 10 9 10 14
KAA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 - 13 13 12 16
KAW 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 13 - 13 10 17
ELT 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 9 13 13 - 10 18
JEP 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 1 10 10 - 13
LIP 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 24
No. of 260
Inf.

Total 3,047
Nom.

Groups 694
Genrtd.

Figure 4.1 Example of Application of the Binomial Z-test to the Co-occurrence
Matrix

Consider the two students KER and RYB. KER was reported to be observed as
belonging to a group a total of 36 times, and RYB was reported to be observed as
belonging to the same group 28 times. RYB was reported to be observed as
belonging to a group a total of 32 times. There was a grand total of 694 groups listed
by all informants.

The conditional probability of observing RYB as a member of a group, given that
KER was a member of one of those groups, is computed (28/36=.78) and compared
to the unconditional probability that RYB belonged to any group (32/694=.05) using
a binomial z-test. The significant z-score resulting from this comparison (z=21.47, p
<.01), indicates that the two are significantly affiliated. RYB is a member of KER’s
peer group.
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Chapter 5. Results

The analyses consisted of two phases. First, descriptive statistics and
measurement properties of all measures were computed. Means, standard deviations, and
other descriptive statistics were used get an overall picture of the data, and to verify
statistical assumptions underlying the main analyses. Second, all hypotheses associated
with the research questions were tested using structural equation modeling (SEM) in
Amos version 25 (Arbuckle, 2017). Missing values were handled by the use of full

information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML; Enders & Bandalos, 2001).

Descriptive Statistics

Mean levels, standard deviations, minimums, maximums, skewness, and kurtosis
for all individual level variables are shown in Table 5.1 and for group level averages in
Table 5.2. Mean levels of student engagement were comparable between fall (m = 3.08,
SD =.62) and spring (m = 3.07, SD = .68) with good reliability (o = .87 in fall, a = .89 in
spring), and moderate stability across time (» = .74, p <.001). Mean levels and standard
deviations for engagement and individual coping allocation scores were consistent with
previous research (Vollet, Kindermann & Skinner, 2017, Skinner, Pitzer & Steele, 2013),
and minimum and maximum ranges did not suggest the presence of outliers. Cronbach’s
alphas for the raw coping scores on which the allocation scores are based are shown in
Appendix A, Table A.1. The results of these internal consistency reliability alphas in the
current study were similar to previous research (Skinner et al., 2013). The mean levels of
allocation scores for adaptive ways of coping and total adaptive coping were higher,

ranging from 10.69 to 11.16, than maladaptive ways and total maladaptive coping, which
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ranged from 6.63 to 9.33. Mean levels of the group averages for specific ways of coping
and coping composite measures (Table 5.2), showed a similar pattern, with means for
adaptive coping generally higher than means for maladaptive coping.

Skewness was less than 2.0 for all variables, within the generally accepted range
for the assumption of normality in multiple regression and structural equation analyses.
Kurtosis was within acceptable levels, under 3.0, for fall and spring student engagement,
both control variables (sex and group size), and for student individual coping allocation
scores for combined adaptive, combined maladaptive, overall coping profile, and each of
the eleven separate specific ways of academic coping. For the peer group averages of
coping allocation scores, however, kurtosis statistics for commitment, rumination, and
projection exceeded 3.0. These flattened distributions are inconsistent with the
assumption of normality, and might potentially affect the significance levels in the
analyses. This potential effect is noted as a limitation of the study.

Correlations between individual level variables are shown in Table 5.3 and for
group averages in Table 5.4. Biological sex was significantly positively correlated with
individual total adaptive coping, as well as with strategizing, help-seeking, and comfort-
seeking, and was significantly negatively correlated with individual total maladaptive
coping, as well as with escape, concealment, and projection. Thus, mean levels of total
adaptive coping and of those strategies with significant positive correlations with sex
were higher for girls than for boys, while mean levels of total maladaptive coping and of
strategies with significant negative correlations with sex were higher for boys than for

girls. Group size was not correlated with individual coping allocation levels. Allocation
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scores for all of the adaptive ways, as well as total adaptive coping, were positively and
significantly correlated with fall engagement. Conversely, all of the maladaptive ways
except rumination, as well as total maladaptive coping, were negatively and significantly
correlated with fall engagement. Similar but generally weaker relationships were found
between fall coping allocation scores and spring engagement.

At the individual level, intercorrelations for coping allocation scores showed a
simple pattern. Consistent with prior research (Skinner, Pitzer, and Steele, 2013),
adaptive ways of coping were generally positively correlated with each other (= .36 to
.58, p <.01) and negatively correlated with maladaptive ways of coping other than
rumination (» =-.37 to -.67, p <.01), while maladaptive ways of coping other than
rumination were generally positively correlated with each other (» = .31 to .66, p <.01)
and, negatively correlated with adaptive ways of coping. Comfort-seeking showed a
weaker version of the general pattern than other adaptive ways of coping, with the
smallest correlations with other adaptive ways (r = .36 t0.38, p <.01). A notable
exception to the overall pattern was rumination, which was only weakly or
nonsignificantly correlated with most other specific ways of coping. Among adaptive
ways, rumination was negatively correlated only with self-encouragement, and was
uncorrelated with specific maladaptive ways, except that it had significant negative
correlations with escape and projection. Among maladaptive ways of coping, escape and
self-pity had an unusually small positive intercorrelation (» = .31, p <.01), compared to

other pairs of maladaptive ways of coping.
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Overall, group averages of allocation scores for separate ways of coping and
combined adaptive, maladaptive, and profile scores were less strongly related to
biological sex, to engagement, and to each other than were the individual coping
allocation scores. The pattern of correlations for sex with group coping averages was
similar to that found for individuals, with positive correlations (higher levels for girls) on
strategizing, help-seeking, comfort-seeking, and total adaptive coping, and negative
correlations (lower levels for girls) on escape, concealment, projection, and total
maladaptive coping. Correlations were smaller at the group level, however, and self-
encouragement at the group level, unlike at the individual level, was not significantly
correlated with sex.

The associations between peer group level coping and student academic
engagement are especially interesting, since they relate directly to the thesis that peers’
coping is a resource for student engagement. Total adaptive coping and coping profile
group averages were positively and significantly correlated with individual student
engagement in the fall (» = .14, r = .15, respectively, p <.05), and total adaptive coping
but not the coping profile group average was positively and significantly correlated with
individual spring engagement (» = .14, p <.05). Total maladaptive coping was negatively
and significantly correlated with individual student engagement (» = -.14, p <.05) in the
fall, but not in the spring. Strategizing, help-seeking, and comfort-seeking group averages
were significantly positively correlated with fall engagement (= .16, p <.01 for
strategizing, » = .15, p < .05 for help-seeking and comfort-seeking) and significantly

positively correlated with spring engagement (» = .16, p < .05 for strategizing, » = .16, p <
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.05 for help-seeking, r = .14, p < .05 for comfort-seeking). Self-encouragement at the
group level, unlike at the individual level, was not significantly correlated with fall or
spring engagement. Among specific maladaptive ways of coping, only confusion and
projection at the group level were significantly negatively correlated with fall
engagement (r = -.14, p <.05 and r = -.20, p < .01, respectively), and group average
projection was also significantly negatively correlated with spring engagement (» = -.25,
p <.01). Concealment and self-pity at the group level, unlike at the individual level, were
not significantly negatively correlated with engagement. Escape was negatively
correlated with engagement in spring (» = -.14, p <.05) but not in fall. Rumination was
not significantly correlated with student engagement in fall, but was significantly
positively correlated with spring engagement (r = .25, p <.01).

Specific ways of coping at the group level showed the same pattern of
correlations with each other as that seen at the individual level, with some modest
variation in the strengths of relationships. The small negative correlation between
rumination and comfort-seeking and small positive correlation between rumination and
self-pity, which were not significant at the individual level, were found to be significant
at the group level (»=.18 and .12, p <.05).

Correlations between individual levels and group average levels of coping are
shown in Table 5.5. In contrast to correlations at the individual level and correlations
between group averages for different ways of coping, which were often quite strong,
correlations between the individual allocation scores and average levels of their peer

groups were generally small or nonsignificant. Individual levels of total adaptive, total
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maladaptive, and coping profile allocation scores in fall were weakly but positively and
significantly correlated with peer group averages on those variables (» = .13, p < .05, r =
14, p <.05, and r = .20, p < .01, respectively). Individual levels of coping allocation
scores and peer group averages for specific ways of coping were mostly uncorrelated,
although a few small significant correlations were found. Individual levels were also
significantly positively correlated with group levels for strategizing (r = .20, p <.01),
escape (r = .13, p <.05), self-pity (r = .17, p <.01), rumination (» = .13, p <.05), and
projection (» = .16, p <.05). Individual levels of total adaptive coping were generally not
correlated with group levels of specific ways of coping, except for being significantly
positively correlated with strategizing (» = .18, p <.01), and significantly negatively
correlated with projection (r = -.15, p <.05). Group levels of total adaptive coping were
significantly positively correlated with strategizing (» = .18, p <.05), and comfort-
seeking (r = .14, p <.05), and significantly negatively correlated with projection (r
=-.18, p <.01). Individual levels of total maladaptive coping were significantly
negatively correlated with group levels for strategizing (» =-.18, p <.01), and
significantly negatively correlated with self-pity (» = .13, p <.05), and projection (r = .14,
p <.05), while group levels of total maladaptive coping were significantly negatively
correlated with individual levels for strategizing (r =-.18, p <.01), and comfort-seeking
(r=-.14, p <.05), and significantly positively correlated with individual levels of
projection (» = .14, p <.05). Group level coping profile generally showed the same
pattern of correlations as total adaptive coping, but unlike total adaptive coping, coping

profile at the individual level was significantly negatively correlated with group average
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self-pity, and the group average for coping profile was not significantly correlated with
individual levels of comfort-seeking, and was significantly negatively correlated with
individual levels of self-pity.

Positive correlations between the individual and the group in fall generally
indicate homophily, possibly resulting from selection effects. Selection effects can, but
do not necessarily, imply that individuals sought out the members of their groups directly
according to coping preferences. Other explanations are possible. For example, students
may have formed affiliations based on shared interests (e.g., sports or academics) and
individuals’ similarity in coping may just be a byproduct of the underlying selection
tendencies. In addition to the correlations between the individual and their group average
on certain measures, there were also significant correlations between individual levels on
some specific ways of coping and group levels on other specific ways. These effects are
complicated, representing an interplay between correlations within individuals and
possible selection effects at the group level. In general, the overall difference in the
pattern of correlations at individual and group levels and the pattern seen in the
correlations between individuals and their peer group averages suggests some diversity in

coping repertoires among members of peer groups.
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Table 5.1. Summary of Descriptive Statistics —
Engagement, Control Variables, and Individual Coping

n M (S.D.) Min Max Skew  Kurtosis
Student Eng. Fall 304 3.08 (.62) 1.46 4.00 -23 -.82
Student Eng. Spring 288 3.07 (.68) 1.35 4.00 -31 -.85
Sex 366 1.47 (.50) 1.00 2.00 A1 -2.00
Peer Group Size 366 5.59(4.81) 0.00 20.00 73 -.30
Adaptive Coping
Allocations:
Strategizing 313 11.14(1.97) 4.20 16.32 01 22
Help-seeking 315 11.16(2.33) 4.99 17.91 -.05 14
Comfort-seeking 310  10.69(2.01)) 3.81 16.24 -.10 32
Self-Encourgment 326  10.75(1.90) 4.10 15.65 -.17 .64
Commitment 321  10.63(1.95) 5.44 15.44 .04 -.02
All Adaptive 329  10.86(1.53) 5.38 14.66 .07 -.05
Maladaptive Coping
Allocations:
Confusion 315 7.69(1.45) 4.03 14.29 01 .84
Escape 315 6.98(2.04) 3.28 15.66 42 34
Concealment 323 7.42(2.05) 3.42 14.88 .19 .02
Self-pity 323 7.48(2.20) 3.47 12.92 -.01 -.93
Rumination 316 9.33(1.74) 4.43 14.82 .03 -.04
Projection 325 6.63(2.17) 2.93 13.52 .64 .03
All Maladaptive 329 7.57(1.29) 3.94 12.19 -.16 -.15
Coping Profile 329 9.77(.94) 7.38 11.83 -.02 -.49

Note: Missing values for descriptive statistics were handled with pair-wise deletion.
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Table 5.2. Summary of Descriptive Statistics — Peer Group Coping Averages

n M (S.D.) Min Max Skew  Kurtosis

Adaptive Coping

Allocations:
Strategizing 286 11.15(1.13) 7.22 16.23 26 1.94
Help-seeking 285  11.20(1.32) 5.80 15.75 -32 2.47
Comfort-seeking 284 10.85(1.05) 8.01 14.60 43 .84
Self-Encourgment 287  10.78( .99) 7.75 15.45 .36 1.89
Commitment 286  10.71(1.01) 6.34 15.33 -.24 3.43
All Adaptive 287  10.92( .85) 7.81 13.79 13 .87

Maladaptive Coping

Allocations:
Confusion 285 7.66( .76) 4.81 10.12 35 1.27
Escape 285 6.95(1.12) 3.71 10.67 44 1.12
Concealment 286 7.35(1.06) 3.69 11.34 .00 1.25
Self-pity 286 7.38(1.17) 4.00 10.96 -.20 25
Rumination 286 9.29( .97) 4.43 12.71 -.75 3.08
Projection 287 6.60(1.26) 3.45 13.52 1.04 4.11
All Maladaptive 287 7.53( .72) 5.17 9.84 -.18 .50

Coping Profile 287 9.81( .54) 7.46 11.51 -.30 2.29

Note: Missing values for descriptive statistics were handled with pair-wise deletion.
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Table 5.3. Intercorrelations Among Control Variables, Engagement, and Individual Coping
Allocation Scores

18

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17
1. Sex
2. Group Size 26%*
3. Fall 5% 19%*
Engagement
4. Spring Eng. 21%* 08  74%*

5. Strategizing A7%% .00 26%% 27

6. Help-seeking 21%% .07 27%x 27FF 58**

7 Comfort-seeking .19** .08  .22*%* 15% .36** 36**

8 Self-encourgmt. .09 -.02  .23%% 2]%* 50%* S53** 3gH*

9 Commitment .09 10 .12% .08  .49%* 48¥* 3R** A3k

10 Total Adaptive ~ .21%* .08  .29** 26** 78%** BI** 66%* 75%* [J4%**

11 Confusion =100 -.08  -26%F - 25%F - o4%F - 63%* - 54%% L o7k - 58** - ¥

.12 Escape S 18%% 102 - 13% - 14% - 53FE L SDHE _4THE L FTHESQFE L 66%*F  44%*

13 Concealment S 11% 203 - 16%F - 11 -.61%% - 64%* - 52%% - 50%* - 56%* - T5** 60%** 48**

14 Self-Pity =08 .04 -34HE_FIEE - QONK -.04%F - 46%*F - O] F* 53k TBHE 66K JHx 52

15 Rumination .04 04 02 .11 .02 -02 -11 -25%*%-07 -11 .08 -25**-09 .10

16 Projection S2T7HE 08 -3 33K QAR L Q4N L 4TAR 4k L SQHE TR 52K SRR 44k 45%k ]9

17 Total Maladptv. -.18%**-05  -31%** -27%* . 79¥% . §O** - 66** - T1** - J2%% . g4#* Q**  oo** JoH* J8** 13*  [72%*
18 Coping Profile .10 .04  3I** 23** 68** .73** 54%* 65%* 63** .R5** -J2H% _48H* . 03HF* 77K 2] %K - 60%* - 88**

Correlation coefficients, r, are shown below the diagonal. * p <.05. ** p <01.
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Table 5.4. Intercorrelations Among Control Variables, Engagement, and Peer Group Coping
Allocation Scores

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
1. Sex
2. Group Size 18%*
3. Fall 5% 19%*
Engagement
4. Spring Eng. 21%% 08 74%*
5. Strategizing 26%% .04 .16%* .16*
6. Help-seeking 31F% 15%  15*%  16*%  .69**
7 Comfort-seeking .25** .01 5% 14%  53%Ek 41%k*
8 Self-encouragmt. .16** -.09 .04 -.01 S3Fx - 40%*
9 Commitment A1 11 .00 .02 46%*F 44%% 3%k 44w
10 Total Adaptive ~ .30** .08  .14* .14* .85%* . 81** .68** .73** 70%**
11 Confusion =11 -15% -14% -09  -.61%* - 00%* - 52%* - 61** - 60** - 78**
12 Escape -23%% .00 -10 - 14% - STEE SIEE LSIEE _4THE O STHEE __O8FF 45%*
13 Concealment - 17%% .03 -.03  -03  -.67F* - 00%F - 55%K L S]HE _S5Q%E JTTHEE S5%EK - 48k
14 Self-pity 06  -.01 -12  -08  -78¥F T3 _QLWE _64%* _ 44%F _QOFE  TIHEE FGEE 60+
15 Rumination -02 .10 .08  .19%* 03 .03 -.18**-29** 08 -06 -00 -29** 06 @ .12%
16 Projection S 30%E L 16HE J20%F J25%K L TIHE _ QO L S5FK _4THE _ 53HE L JRAER 5Pk STHEE APwx 54wk Ik
17 Total Maladptv. -.25%% -.05  -.14* -11  -84%% - 81** - 68%** - T4** - 64** - 97** J** o7** Jo** Q4** 12* 76**
18 Coping Profile 14% .02 A5% .10 J9FE O J6*E 56%* 0¥ 54¥% ROFE Gk _AQRk L G7** _R5FE - 19*¥* - 65%* -90**

Correlation coefficients, 7, are shown below the diagonal. * p <.05. ** p <01.
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Table 5.5. Intercorrelations among Fall Individual Level Coping and Peer Group Averages

Peer Group Average Variable

Individual Variable ST HS CS SE CM ADAP CF ES CL SP RM PJ MAL PRFL
Strategizing 20%% 13* 16* .12 .06  .I8* -12 -07 -12% -22%% (02 -.18%* -[8%* _[o%*
Help-Seeking a1 07 11 -02 .03 .09 -06 -05 -07 -09 .07 -11 -09 .08
Comfort-Seeking 22%% 13* 09 .04 .06 .14* -10 -13* -07 -08 .03  -17%f -14%* 3%
Self-Encouragement 10 o0 .03 .08 .0l .06 -07 -03 -02 -09 -09 .01 -07 .09
Commitment 05 05 .03 .00 .04 .05 -00 -09 -07 .00 .11 -09 -05 .04
Total Adaptive A7# 11 .11 .05 .06  .13* -09 -08 -10 -11 .03 -15% -13* .14*
Confusion -1 -07 -06 -04 -0l 08 .01 .05 .05 .09 -06 .09 .08 -07
Escape -08 -09 -08 -03 -13* -10 -08 .13* .12 .03 -10 .10 .10 -.05
Concealment 14 .06 -09 -03 -09 -11 .06 .10 .10 .07 -02 .13* .12 -10
Self-Pity -22%% .10 -05 -08 .04 -10 .07 .05 .02  .17%* -03  .15% .12  -.15%
Rumination 05 .10 .02 -03 .17* 08 -09 -12 -07 -04 .13* -09 -07 .05
Projection S19%% L 16%x - 15%  -02  -13%  -18%* I3* 10 .15% 17%* -06  .16* .17%% -19%*
Total Maladaptive S18%% 11 -11 -06 -05 -13* .07 /08 .10  .13* -02  .15% .14* -14*
Coping Profile 21% 11 11 .11 .05  .15% -10 -06 -08 -18%f 00 -17%* -16%* 20%*

*p<.05.*%* p<0l.
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Structural Equation Models

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to examine the hypothesized
relationships among peer group coping scores in fall of sixth grade and students’
academic engagement in the spring of sixth grade, controlling for academic engagement
in the fall, for each research question. Models were estimated using AMOS 25 (Arbuckle,
2017). Missing data were handled using full information maximum likelihood (FIML,
Enders & Bandalos, 2001). Figure 5.1 presents an example of a path model for the
analysis using the peer group coping allocation score for the coping profile as the
predictor at the fall time point. In all models, both individual engagement in the fall and
individual engagement in the spring were treated as latent variables. All models specified
a direct path from fall engagement to spring engagement, and from peers’ coping to
spring engagement, such that peers’ coping was tested as a predictor of spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement. Peer group size and biological sex were
entered as controls because, based on the correlations with other variables and on
previous research on peers at school, they were expected to remove shared variance and
contribute to more useful results.

Research Question One: Effect of peer group coping on student engagement.

The first research question was: Does the coping profile shown by a student’s
peer group in fall of sixth grade predict changes in that student’s engagement over the
school year? This question was investigated by testing two hypotheses. First, it was
hypothesized that peers’ coping profiles would positively predict change in a student’s

engagement over the school year, controlling for peer group size and sex. Second, it was
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hypothesized that peers’ coping profiles would positively predict change in student
engagement, controlling for students’ individual coping profiles, and controlling for peer
group size and sex. Structural equation models were tested for each hypothesis. The

hypotheses were not supported.
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Figure 5.1. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Coping Profile in Fall on
Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for Student Engagement in Fall.
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Coefficients are standardized.
Model fit: x2(17) = 23.304, p = .140, CFI1 =.996, RMSEA(C.1.) = .032(.006-.061).
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Results for coping profile are included in Table 5.6 and Table 5.7, with model fit
statistics included in Table 5.8. Model fit was good for the overall coping profile model,
v*(17) = 23.304, p = .140, CFI1 = .996, RMSEA(90% CI) = .032(.000 - .061). As shown in
Figure 5.1, results indicated that peers’ coping profile did not significantly predict student
spring engagement controlling for fall engagement, b =-.077, SE =.052, § =-.065
(standardized), ns. Model fit was also good for the model with peers’ coping profile
controlling for individual coping profile, ¥*(21) = 29.934, p = .093, CFI = .994,
RMSEA(90% CI) =.034(.000 - .060). Results indicated that peers’ coping profile
controlling for individual coping profile did not significantly predict spring engagement
controlling for fall engagement, b = -.073, SE =.052, B = -.062 (standardized), ns. In
addition, individual coping profile controlling for peers’ coping profile did not
significantly predict individual student spring engagement controlling for fall
engagement, b = -.006, SE =.030, B = -.009 (standardized), ns. Peer group size
significantly negatively predicted spring engagement controlling for fall engagement in
the model with peers’ coping profile as a predictor (b =-.016, SE =.006, p =-.117
(standardized), p < .01), as well as in the model with peers’ coping profile as a predictor
and also controlling for individual’s own coping profile (b =-.016, SE =.006,  =-.118
(standardized), p < .01). Biological sex significantly positively predicted spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement in the model with peers’ coping profile as a
predictor (b =.160, SE = .054, B = .123 (standardized), p < .01), as well as in the model
with peers’ coping profile as a predictor and also controlling for individual’s own coping

profile (b =.161, SE = .055, B =.124 (standardized), p < .01).
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Research Question Two: Effects of peers’ adaptive coping and its components on
student engagement.

The second research question was: Does the adaptive coping shown by a student’s
peer group members predict increases in that student’s own engagement? This question
was investigated using four hypotheses. First, it was hypothesized that peers’ combined
adaptive coping would positively predict change in a student’s engagement over the
school year. Second, it was hypothesized that peers’ combined adaptive coping would
positively predict change in a student’s engagement over the school year, controlling for
the student’s own level of combined adaptive coping. Third, it was hypothesized that
each of five separate ways of adaptive coping would positively predict change in a
student’s engagement over the school year. Fourth, it was hypothesized that each of five
separate ways of adaptive coping would positively predict change in a student’s
engagement over the school year, controlling for the student’s own level of those specific
ways of coping. Models with peers combined adaptive coping and five specific ways of
adaptive coping were tested separately, as well as models that also included individual
students’ own combined adaptive and specific ways of adaptive coping as controls.
Results for adaptive coping are shown in Table 5.6 and Table 5.7, with model fit statistics
included in Table 5.8.

Hypotheses 2a and 2b. The analyses did not support the hypotheses concerning
the positive effect on engagement of peers’ combined adaptive coping. Model fit was
good for the combined adaptive coping model, ¥*(17) = 23.626, p = .130, CFI1 = .996,

RMSEA(90% CI) =.033(.000 - .062). As seen in Figure 5.2, results indicated that peers’
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combined adaptive coping did not significantly predict spring engagement controlling for
fall engagement, b =-.032, SE =.034, f = -.042 (standardized), ns. Model fit was also
good for the model with peers’ combined adaptive coping controlling for individual
combined adaptive coping, ¥*(21) = 28.223, p = .134, CFI = .995, RMSEA(90% CI) =
.031(.000 - .057). Again, results indicated that peers’ combined adaptive coping
controlling for individual combined adaptive coping did not significantly predict spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement, b =-.032, SE =.034, f =-.043
(standardized), ns. In addition, individual combined adaptive coping controlling for
peers’ combined adaptive coping did not significantly predict spring engagement
controlling for fall engagement, b = .011, SE =.018, p =.027 (standardized), ns.
Hypotheses 2c and 2d. Peers use of five specific ways of adaptive coping were
tested separately: strategizing, help-seeking, comfort-seeking, self-encouragement, and
commitment. As shown in Figure 5.3, a significant effect on engagement was found for
peers’ self-encouragement coping, but not for other specific ways of adaptive coping. The
effect was negative, contrary to the hypothesis that peers’ adaptive coping would have a
positive effect on engagement change. Model fit was good for all models. See table 5.7
for model fit statistics, and table 5.5 and 5.6 for estimated coefficients and related
statistics. Peers’ self-encouragement significantly negatively predicted spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement, b =-.075, SE =.028, f=-.114
(standardized), p < 01. None of the other specific ways of peers’ adaptive coping

significantly predicted spring engagement controlling for fall engagement.
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Peers’ self-encouragement coping controlling for individual self-encouragement
coping did not significantly predict spring engagement controlling for fall engagement.
None of the other separate ways of peers’ adaptive coping significantly predicted spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement and controlling for individual students’ own
use of the separate way of coping. In addition, individuals’ own use of separate ways of
adaptive coping did not significantly predict spring engagement controlling for fall

engagement and controlling for peers’ use of that way of adaptive coping.
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Figure 5.2. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Adaptive Coping in Fall on

Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for Student Engagement in Fall.
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Coefficients are standardized.

Model fit: x2(17) = 23.626, p = .130, CF1 = .996, RMSEA(C.1.) = .033(.000-.062).
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Figure 5.3. Structural Model of Peer Group Average Self-Encouragement Coping in Fall

on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for Student Engagement in Fall
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Coefficients are standardized.
Model fit: x2(17) = 23.787, p = .125, CF1 = .995, RMSEA(C.1.) = .033(.000-.062).
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Table 5.6. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for Fall Engagement — Adaptive Coping — Peers

Strategizing Help-Seeking Comfort-Seeking
Predictor I’ b SE p B b SE p I’ b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. -.031 -018 .026 .486 -.021 -010 .022 .654 .010 .006 .028 .823
Total Eng. Fall .800** 861 .060 .000 J799** 858 .060 .000 J795%* 852 .060 .000
Peer Count - 116*%* -016 .006 .006 -114%% 015 .006 .007 - 115%%  -015 .006 .006
Sex J23*%% 159 .056  .004 Ad21%* 156 .056  .006 113 145 .056  .009
Self-Encouragement Commitment Total Adaptive
Predictor I’ b SE p B b SE p ) b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. -112%*  -073 .028 .009 -.017 -011  .028 .695 -.042 -.032 .034 350
Total Eng. Fall .802*%* 863 .060 .000 796** 855 .060 .000 .801** 861 .060 .000
Peer Count - 133*%%  -018 .006 .002 -114*  -015 .006 .007 -115*%*  -.016 .006 .00
Sex JA36** 176 .054  .001 A17** 151 .054  .005 A37** 165 .056  .004
Coping Profile

Predictor f b S.E. p

Peers’ Coping Avg. -.065 -077 .052 .139

Total Eng. Fall .806** 867 .061 .000

Peer Count -117%%  -016 006 .005

Sex JA23** 160 .054 .003
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Table 5.7. Predictors of Spring Engagement when controlling for Fall Engagement —
Adaptive Coping; Peers and Individual

Strategizing Help-Seeking Comfort-Seeking
Predictor ) b SE p B b SE p ) b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. -.036 -.021 .026 .426 -.020 -010 .022 .656 011 .007 .028 .806
Individual Coping .057 .019 .014 .188 .054 015 .012 210 -.022 -.007 .014 .607
Total Eng. Fall J786*%* 841  .061 .000 J785** 840 .096  .000 799*%* 854 .061 .000
Peer Count -110**  -015 .006 .009 -111**  -015 .006 .008 -115*%*  -016 .006 .006
Sex JAd16*%* 150 .056  .007 113 146 .057 .010 Jd16** 150 .056  .008
Self-Encouragement Commitment Total Adaptive
Predictor b b SE p S b SE p b b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. -114*  -075 .028 .008 -.016 -011 .028 .707 -.043 -.032 .034 347
Individual Coping .049 .017 .014 235 -.010 -.003 .014 .804 .027 011 .018 .534
Total Eng. Fall 790*%* 847 .060 .000 797** 856 .060 .000 794%* 849 061 .000
Peer Count -126%*  -017 .006 .003 -114%% 015 .006 .007 -114%%  -015 .006 .007
Sex A35*% 175 .054 001 A17*% 152 .054  .005 JA23*% 160 .057  .005
Coping Profile

Predictor ) b SE. p

Peers’ Coping Avg. -.062 -073  .052 .16l

Individual Coping -.009 -006 .030 .837

Total Eng. Fall .809** 865 .062 .000

Peer Count - 118*%* -016 .006 .005

Sex 124 161 .055 .003

0L
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Table 5.8. Model Fit Statistics

Research Question / Model

x2(df) p

CFI

RMSEA(C.L)

la. Group Coping Profile
1b. Group Coping Profile with
Individual Coping Profile
2a. Total Adaptive
2b. Total Adaptive with
Individual Adaptive
2c. Strategizing
Help-seeking
Comfort-seeking
Self-Encouragement
Commitment
2d. Strategizing w/Individual
Help-seeking w/Individual
Comfort-Seeking w/Individual
Self-Encouragement w/Ind.
Commitment w/Individual
3a. Total Maladaptive
3b Total Maladaptive with
Individual Maladaptive
3c. Confusion
Escape
Concealment
Self-Pity
Rumination
Projection
3d. Confusion w/Individual
Escape w/Individual
Concealment w/Individual
Self-Pity w/Individual
Rumination w/Individual
Projection w/Individual

23.304(17) .140

29.934(21) .093
23.626(17) .130

28.223(21) .134
24.013(17) .119
23.715(17) .127
23.053(17) 148
23.787(17) .125
27.081(17) .057
28.181(21) .135
30.473(21) .083
29.310(21) .107
30.604(21) .081
27.905(21) .143
22.816(17) .155

27.795(21) .146

28.230(17) .042
26.431(17) .067
25.514(17) .084
23.451(17) .135
24.324(17) .111
25.778(17) .079
32.801(21) .048
28.969(21) .115
27.665(21) .150
27.459(21) .156
30.352(21) .085
27.243(21) .163

.996
994
.996

995
995
.996
.996
995
993
.995
.994
.994
.994
.995
.996

.996

992
.994
.994
.996
995
.994
992
995
995
.996
994
.996

.032(.006-.061)
.034(.000-.060)
.033(.000-.062)

.031(.000-.057)
.034(.000-.062)
.033(.000-.062)
.031(.000-.061)
.033(.000-.062)
.040(.000-.068)
.031(.000-.057)
.035(.000-.061)
.033(.000-.059)
.035(.000-.061)
.030(.000-.057)
.031(.000-.060)

.030(.000-.057)

.043(.008-.069)
.039(.000-.067)
037(.000-.065)
.032(.000-.061)
.034(.000-.063)
.031(.000-.060)
.039(.003-.064)
.032(.000-.059)
.029(.000-.056)
.029(.000-.056)
1035 (.000-.061)
.030(.000-.057)
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Research Question Three: Effects of peers’ maladaptive coping and its components
on student engagement.

The third research question was: Does the maladaptive coping shown by a
student’s peer group predict decreases in that student’s own engagement? This question
was investigated using four hypotheses. First, it was hypothesized that peers’ combined
maladaptive coping would negatively predict change in a student’s engagement over the
school year. Second, it was hypothesized that peers’ combined maladaptive coping would
negatively predict change in a student’s engagement over the school year, controlling for
the student’s own level of combined maladaptive coping. Third, it was hypothesized that
each of six separate ways of maladaptive coping would negatively predict change in a
student’s engagement over the school year. Fourth, it was hypothesized that each of six
separate ways of maladaptive coping would negatively predict change in a student’s
engagement over the school year, controlling for the student’s own level of those specific
ways of coping. Models with peers combined maladaptive coping and six specific ways
of maladaptive coping were tested separately, as well as models that also included
individual students’ own combined maladaptive and specific ways of maladaptive coping
as controls. Results for maladaptive coping are shown in Table 5.9 and Table 5.10, with
model fit statistics included in Table 5.8.

Hypotheses 3a and 3b. The analyses did not support the hypotheses concerning
the negative effect on engagement of peers’ combined maladaptive coping. Model fit was
good for the combined maladaptive coping model, ¥*(17) = 22.816, p = .155, CFI = .996,

RMSEA(90% CI) =.031(.000 - .060). As shown in Figure 5.4, results indicated that

72



PEERS” ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

peers’ combined maladaptive coping did not significantly predict spring engagement
controlling for fall engagement, b = .059, SE = .040, S = .066 (standardized), ns. Model
fit was also good for the model with peers’ combined maladaptive coping controlling for
individual combined maladaptive coping, y*(21) = 27.795, p = .146, CFI = .996,
RMSEA(90% CI) =.030(.000 - .057). Results indicated that peers’ combined
maladaptive coping controlling for individual combined maladaptive coping did not
significantly predict spring engagement controlling for fall engagement, b = .059, SE =
.040, p = .066 (standardized), ns. In addition, individual combined maladaptive coping
controlling for peers’ combined maladaptive coping did not significantly predict spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement, b =-.014, SE = .022, f#=-.028
(standardized), ns.

Hypotheses 3c and 3d. Peers use of six specific ways of maladaptive coping were
tested separately: confusion, escape, concealment, self-pity, rumination, and projection.
A significant effect on engagement was found for peers’ rumination coping, but not for
other specific ways of maladaptive coping. The effect was positive, contrary to the
hypothesis that peers’ maladaptive coping would have a negative effect. The model fit
was good for all models. See table 5.7 for model fit statistics, and table 5.8 and 5.9 for
estimated coefficients and related statistics. As shown in Figure 5.5, results showed that
peers’ rumination coping positively predicted spring engagement controlling for fall
engagement, b = .088, SE = .028, p = .133 (standardized), p < 01. This relationship was
in the opposite direction of what was expected, since rumination is classified here as a

maladaptive way of coping. Peers’ rumination coping when controlling for individual
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rumination also significantly and positively predicted spring engagement controlling for
fall engagement, b = .083, SE = .029, = .124 (standardized), p <.01. None of the other
specific maladaptive ways of peers coping significantly predicted spring engagement
controlling for fall engagement.

Individual’s own rumination coping controlling for peers’ rumination did not
significantly predict spring engagement controlling for fall engagement, b = .031, SE =
015, p = .082 (standardized), ns. Of the other ways of maladaptive coping, individual
projection coping controlling for peers’ projection was the only one that significantly
predicted spring engagement controlling for fall engagement, and controlling for peers’
average level of projection, b =-.026 SE =.013, f = -.087 (standardized), p < .05 (see
Figure 5.6). This negative relationship between individual maladaptive projection coping
and engagement change was in the expected direction.

The two predictors which were entered into the analyses as control variables,
biological sex and peer group size, both showed significant and consistent effects across
all analyses. The standardized regression coefficients for peer group size were negative in
all cases, including both the analyses with peer group coping levels only, and also those
including individual coping as a control (f = -.10 to -.13, p <.01). For a one standard
deviation increase in peer group size (4.8), spring engagement controlling for fall
engagement was found to be lower by .10 to .13 standard deviation (.07 to .09 points). A
possible interpretation of this negative effect of group size on engagement is as an
adverse effect on academic involvement of higher levels of social involvement, on

average. It can’t be determined from these analyses, however, what processes are actually

74



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

responsible for the effect. It may be due to the presence of greater levels of certain
attributes in larger peer groups, differences in the allocation of time, or some other causal
factor. If nothing more, the results underscore the importance of peers as a component of
the social context of schooling. When the models are run without peer group size as a
control, however, there was no change in which coping variables had significant
relationships with spring engagement controlling for fall engagement.

Results suggest an important role for biological sex in understanding academic
coping, and effects on motivational resilience. Standardized regression coefficients for
sex were positive in all cases, including both the analyses with peer group coping levels
only, and those with individual coping as a control (f = .10 to .14, p <.05). Since the
standard deviation for sex was .50, the effect of being a girl versus a boy on spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement is twice the standardized coefficient, or .21
to .27 standard deviations (.14 to .18 points). Noticeable differences across sex for
different ways of coping were also found. By controlling for sex, the regression
coefficients for peer group coping are at the average level, and remove the potential
distortion in the interpretation of the findings that might otherwise result as consequence
of the high proportion of peers of the same sex in students’ individual peer groups. When
the models are run without sex as a control, however, there was no change in which
coping variables had significant relationships with spring engagement controlling for fall
engagement. These results and their implications are discussed further under future

research directions and in Appendix B.
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Figure 5.4. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Maladaptive Coping in
Fall on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for Student Engagement in Fall.
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Figure 5.5. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Rumination Coping in Fall
on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for Student Engagement in Fall.
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Figure 5.6. Structural Model of Effect of Peer Group Average Projection Coping in Fall
on Student Engagement in Spring, Controlling for Student Engagement in Fall and

Controlling for Individual Projection Coping in Fall.
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Table 5.9. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for Fall Engagement — Maladaptive Coping — Peers

Confusion Escape Concealment
Predictor I’ b SE p B b SE p I’ b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. .039 .033  .038 377 .006 .004 .026 .888 .032 019  .027 469
Total Eng. Fall .800** 859 .060 .000 J797** 856 .060 .000 J797** 856 .060 .000
Peer Count -111%%  -015 .006 .009 -116** -016 .006 .006 -117%%  -016 .006 .005
Sex A17** 151 .054  .005 Ad16** 150 .056  .007 A21*% 156 .055  .004
Self-Pity Rumination Projection
Predictor I’ B SE p B b SE p ) b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. .054 .030 .024 216 JA33*%* 088 .028 .000 -.013 -.006 .024 .790
Total Eng. Fall .803** 863 .060 .000 J785** 841 .059  .000 794%* 853 .061 .000
Peer Count -116** -016 .006 .006 -131**%  -018 .006 .002 -116**  -016 .006 006
Sex A18** 152 .054  .005 J123** 159 .053  .003 11 143 .058 014
Total Maladaptive
Predictor b B SE. p
Peers’ Coping Avg. 066 .059 .040 .140
Total Eng. Fall .805** 866 .060 .000
Peer Count -117%%  -016 .006 .005
Sex A31%* 170 .056 002
*p <.05.** p<.01.
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Table 5.10. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for Fall Engagement — Maladaptive Coping — Peers and

Individual
Confusion Escape Concealment
Predictor B b SE p b b SE p b b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. .038 .032  .037 .389 .009 005 .026 .841 .030 018 .027 491
Individual Coping -.056 -025 .019 .191 -.042 -013 .013 319 .009 .003 .013 .826
Total Eng. Fall J786%* 840 .061 .000 J792%% 850 .060 .000 798**% 856 .060 .000
Peer Count -111%%  -015 .006 .009 -113*%%  -.015 .006 .007 -117*%%  -016 .006 .005
Sex Ad16** 150 .054  .005 110%* 143056 011 A21*% 157 .055  .004
Self-Pity Rumination Projection
Predictor B b SE p B b SE p ) b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. .056 .031 .024 .196 Jd24* 083 .029 .004 -011 -.005 .024 821
Individual Coping -.041 -012 .013 354 .068 025 .015 .093 -087*  -.026 .013 .049
Total Eng. Fall J789** 843 .062  .000 J783**% 839  .059 .000 J768**% 823 .062 .000
Peer Count -112** 015 .006 .007 -131**%  -018 .006 .002 -.109** -015 .006 .009
Sex A17** 151 .054  .005 J120%* 155 .053  .003 .093* 121 .059  .039
Total MALADAPTIVE

Predictor b b S.E p

Peers’ Coping Avg. 066 .059 .040 .140

Individual Coping -.028 -014 .022 512

Total Eng. Fall J96%* 852 .062  .000

Peer Count -115%*%  -015 .006 .006

Sex J128**% 166 .056  .003

*p <.05.** p<.0l.
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PEERS” ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE
Chapter 6. Discussion

Peers are a key element of the school context. Research has shown their potential
to exert positive effects on students’ academic achievement, motivation, and engagement
(Wentzel & Muenks, 2016). Their role is particularly important during the transition to
middle school, a time of tremendous opportunity and many potential threats. An
understanding of the ways peers can shape the trajectories of students’ academic
engagement is useful to researchers and practitioners interested in adolescent education
and development. The results of this study offer a glimpse into the complex relationship
between one salient aspect of peers in school, their ways of coping with everyday
academic adversity, and one salient aspect of motivational resilience, the changes in
students’ academic engagement across the first year of middle school.

On average, early adolescence marks the beginning of a long-term decline in
engagement, that is particularly steep at the beginning of middle school and that will
continue across adolescence (Anderman & Mueller, 2010). Students who buck this trend
can be considered resilient. Other students with high levels of adaptive coping and low
levels of maladaptive coping offer a potential resource for individual students facing the
challenges of middle school. When these peers with positive coping skills and repertoires
are found within a student’s group of significantly affiliated peers, frequent interaction
provides opportunities for the student’s motivation and engagement to benefit from the
potential influence of positive coping.

The analyses in this study did not provide statistically significant support for the

hypothesized relationships between peers’ overall coping profile, or total adaptive, or
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total maladaptive coping, and changes in students’ academic engagement over the first
year of middle school. These results fall short of providing evidence that peers’ coping is
a resource for motivational resilience. There are several possible reasons for the findings,
which will be explored in the strengths and limitations. A number of avenues are open for
further exploration, which will be described under future research directions.

Peer group levels for two specific ways of coping, self-encouragement and
rumination, were found to be significantly related to engagement change. The average
level of self~encouragement in the peer group negatively predicted spring engagement
controlling for fall engagement. Contrary to expectations, self-encouragement in the peer
group was thus not seen to be a resource for student engagement. Self-encouragement
includes self-soothing and is a response to adversity directed at regulating a student’s
emotional reaction, such as disappointment or discouragement. The presence of this
specific way of coping at high levels in the peer group is seen here to have a negative
effect on student engagement over time. This is a complicated finding, because the zero-
order correlation between peer group self-encouragement and student engagement was
not significant. A suppression effect is involved, in that peers’ self-encouragement is
collinear with both of the control variables, peer group size and biological sex, and the
negative effect of peers’ self-encouragement is only revealed in the multiple regression
with the controls included. The negative effect of peers’ self-encouragement may indicate
some ambiguity or multiplicity in the construct being measured by the items included in
the subscale for self-encouragement. It’s possible self-encouragement is sometimes

adaptive and sometimes maladaptive, depending on the individual or the circumstances.
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There could be overlap with something other than self-encouragement coping. The
measure might, for example, partially capture the extent to which students’ peer group
members, on average, have low levels of caring about school. Discriminant and
predictive validity could be further investigated in future research.

The average level of rumination in the peer group positively predicted spring
engagement controlling for fall engagement, as well as when also controlling for
student’s own level of rumination. This result was not consistent with the expectation that
peers’ levels of maladaptive ways of academic coping are a liability for individual
students. Rumination includes worry, but could be considered an active cognitive
response to adversity. The presence of this specific way of coping at high levels in the
peer group is seen here to have a positive effect on student engagement over time. This
result may indicate some ambiguity or multiplicity in the construct being measured by the
items included in the subscale for rumination. Rumination coping showed a complex
patterns of correlations with other ways of coping, and could be sometimes adaptive and
sometimes maladaptive, depending on the individual or the circumstances. Also, there
could be overlap with something other than rumination coping. Since worry may indicate
a high level of concern or mattering, the measure might partially capture the extent to
which students’ peer group members, on average, have high levels of caring about
school. In this case, it might be that caring contributes to engagement change, instead of,
or in addition to, rumination. Discriminant and predictive validity could be further

investigated in future research.
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This study took advantage of longitudinal data to address relationships between
engagement and both overall coping (adaptive, maladaptive, and overall coping profile)
and eleven specific ways of coping. The results, both in the descriptive statistics and in
the structural models, provide some interesting insights into relationship between
students’ motivational resilience and their peers’ academic coping. Although the research
hypotheses were not supported, the findings stimulate thinking about the processes
involved and further questions that need to be asked. In the following sections, the
strengths and limitations of the study are described, and then directions for future inquiry
and the implications of the research are discussed.
Strengths and Limitations

Theoretical perspective. The study applies theoretical and methodological
approaches that have proven effective in studying educational development. Stage-
Environment Fit Theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1989), provides an emphasis on the stage-
specific developmental processes and on the paramount role of the school context,
including the classroom environment and social relationships. The study also relies on a
contextual approach based on Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological systems theory
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), which underscores the role of proximal processes in
development. Building on that approach, the social contextual perspective on academic
motivation (Wentzel, 2004; Wentzel et al., 2010; Patrick, Anderman & Ryan, 2002), has
encouraged researchers to explore the roles of specific social partners in the vicissitudes
of engagement, motivation, and achievement. The social contextual perspective is

fundamental to the current study. Students are embedded in an interactive multi-level
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system in which their affects, cognitions, and behaviors are both influenced by and, in
turn, exert influence on their social context. For students in the middle school context, the
contextual ecological system manifests in an age-specific way, which is explored in the
measures and analyses conducted here. This study contributes to the body of literature
supporting the contextual theoretical perspective by showing how it can be applied to the
specific research concern of peers’ coping and student academic engagement. The
findings extend the scope of processes and situations that have been mapped empirically
using this theoretical perspective.

Bioecological systems theory and the social contextual perspective underscore the
importance of considering proximal processes, such as day to day interpersonal
interactions, in developing an understanding of why and how the relationships between
variables come about. The current study is limited in that it does not address the specific
processes responsible for the effects, or examine variables that would assist scholars in
distinguishing the roles of different processes. There is a lack of available theory that
explains how peer coping could shape engagement, so this study might be the beginning
of work in that direction.

Constructs. This study contributes to the understanding of motivational resilience
by investigating its link to peer group coping at a developmental stage that is
characterized by normative declines in engagement. It falls short in not exploring more
deeply other possible components of motivational resilience. Academic coping is itself a
personal resource that may affect students’ ability to bounce back from everyday

challenges and setbacks. And because students select the members of their peer groups,
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this resource is also self-selected. Although the effect of rumination coping was not in the
direction hypothesized, the correlations found in this study of rumination with other
strategies suggest it is a complex behavior that may not be exclusively maladaptive but
could sometimes be adaptive. By demonstrating in some small way that coping strategies
used by peers, in this case peers use of rumination, is also a resource for students, the
study expands the understanding of social resources to include not only social and
instrumental support from others, but also the indirect influence of peers. Establishing the
connection between peers coping and engagement provides evidence that these indirect
influences can be a part of the ability of peers to serve as a resource that contributes to
motivational resilience.

Another conceptual cornerstone of the study is the categorization of adaptive and
maladaptive ways of coping and a student’s coping profile (Skinner et al, 2013). By using
the three aggregate scores, the analyses were able to evaluate the effect of coping style
and repertoires, in addition to the effects of the 11 specific ways of coping. The
usefulness of the data was amplified by taking advantaging of the computation of
allocation scores for each way of coping, in addition to total adaptive, total maladaptive,
and coping profiles. The use of allocation scores, as a transformation of the raw
questionnaire scores based on relative responses on all coping items, provides a variable
that reflects the importance of particular strategies in students’ overall coping repertoires.
Although the regression coefficients for total adaptive, total maladaptive, and coping
profile were not significant predictors in these analyses, the p values were relative low (p

=.140, .350, and .139, respectively), which encourages further investigation. In both the
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correlations and the structural models, the results demonstrate the usefulness of allocation
scores and the importance of the repertoire of strategies, rather than just levels of
individual ways of coping, to the understanding of academic coping. The encouraging
results with respect to students’ repertoires of coping strategies are consistent with other
research showing the importance of repertoires and flexibility in strategy choice in the
area of coping and emotion regulation (Bonnano & Burton, 2013). The study is limited,
however, in that the ways of coping covered may not constitute an exhaustive list. There
might be additional ways of coping used in the face of academic adversity that could also
be studied. Similarly, the components used to construct adaptive and maladaptive
component averages may need further study.

Methods and measures. A particularly strong component of the proposed study is
the use of Social Cognitive Mapping (SCM) to determine student’s actual peer
affiliations. While many studies rely on student’s own perception of the attributes of their
peers and their influence, or teacher reports, both of which contain limited information,
the proposed study used more extensive observational data on peer affiliations, and actual
measures of peer attributes and influences, rather than surveys of students’ perceptions. A
limitation of the study is that it focuses on peer groups and does not consider effects that
might be related to other kinds of peer relationships, such as dyadic friendships, or crowd
affiliations.

Measures of student engagement are taken from teacher surveys, which avoids the
common method bias that would be inherent if both coping and engagement were

measured by student report. However, teacher report is limited, particularly for emotional
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engagement, in that teachers may not be as good at detecting students’ emotional
engagement as the students who experience it. Also, both teacher report and student
report measures are imperfect in that they may be subject to cognitive bias or limited
information. Observations of student engagement made by a researcher could supplement
both student report and teacher report and improve the measurement of student
engagement. However, it is a significant strength of the study that the three important
measures, student engagement, student coping, and peer group structure, were obtained
from three different sources, teacher, self, and other students, respectively.

Structural equation modeling (SEM), like any other method, has some
requirements for optimal performance. SEM requires large sample size. Many of the
effects for peers coping were represented by small (standardized £ < .10) and usually
nonsignificant standardized regression coefficients predicting spring engagement
controlling for fall engagement. There is a possibility that analyses may have failed to
detect some small but potentially significant effects due to lack of power. This is a
limitation of the study. Underlying assumptions for the use of structural equation
modeling were generally met. The distributions of scores for all variables showed
reasonable normality, with minimal levels of skewness and kurtosis, with the exception
of a few of the peer group averages for coping, which showed some kurtosis, or flattening
in the distributions. SEM does have some tolerance for nonnormality, more so than
multiple regression (Kline, 2011). The possibility that the kurtosis statistics for some
predictors may be associated with a bias in the significance levels of the results should be

noted as a limitation of the study.
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Sample and generalizability. The data used in the study include an entire sixth
grade cohort of the only public middle school in a small town. Participation rates were
good for survey data and more than adequate for the mapping of peer affiliations. These
strong characteristics of the sample contribute to good generalizability of study results,
but only to populations with similar demographic characteristics. The sample is limited in
not being ethnically or socio-economically diverse, and the results may not be applicable
to more urban or more diverse settings. The sample was also collected about twenty years
ago, and it is possible that the characteristics of the cohort may not be consistent with the
characteristics of a more recent sample. It is not possible to know whether the results
would be the same with a contemporary sample. The study would need to be replicated
with current data and more diverse groups.

Research design. The study used two time points (spring and fall) and will thus
have the benefits of a short-term longitudinal design. By examining change over time,
results, where significant, support the possibility of a causal role of peers’ coping in its
ability to predict changes in student engagement. This would not be possible with a
correlational study focused on a single time point. At the same time, the study is limited
in that it includes only two time points. Because changes in engagement may occur
within a relatively short period in responses to changes in circumstances and student
experiences, it would be advantageous to have data for more time points over the course
of the year. Three or even five measurement points would better serve the objective of
examining trajectories of academic engagement and the effect of peers’ coping on them.

It would also be useful, but more costly and difficult, to obtain data from the last year of
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elementary school for the same students. This would permit better analysis of the effect
of the transition itself.

The ability of the proposed longitudinal study to provide evidence for a causal
relationship depends on the extent to which it rules out alternative explanations. This
requires the inclusion of appropriate control variables and distinct predictors that might
change the analytical results and clarify the understanding of the relationship or provide a
different interpretation. Without this methodological due diligence, studies can appear to
show peer effects that are actually spurious (Veronneau & Vitaro, 2007). The study
includes control variables expected to be relevant, biological sex and group size. Other
variables might also be considered in future studies, including individual characteristics
such as emotional reactivity or sociability, and characteristics of the group such as group
group such as group average engagement of group membership, such as the strength of
ties. These may be relevant for future studies.

Future Research Directions

Academic engagement is a reflection of motivational processes and a visible form
of activity that takes place within social contexts, in participation with other students,
teachers, and parents. Students are participating and interacting with their social partners
in ways that reflect both their educational focus and their social nature. Future research
can continue the tradition of the social contextual perspective on academic motivation
and engagement (Wentzel, 2004) and continue to expand its application in the domain of
peer relationships. Academic activity is bound up with social relationships. Starting from

what we know about the positive potential of peers and schools, additional research on
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academic coping and motivational resilience can investigate further how peer processes
and individual students interact, and how their effects combine to determine outcomes.

Further analysis could be undertaken to continue the investigation of the role of
peers’ academic coping in student engagement over time. Although the path coefficients
between peer levels of total adaptive, total maladaptive, overall profile and many specific
ways of coping, and student engagement were nonsignificant in the models tested,
correlations indicate some important associations do exist. Five possible avenues are
available for further exploration of the role of peers’ coping as a resource for
motivational resilience. These involve more differentiated ways to think about: 1) the
sample; 2) the influence of the peer group; 3) academic engagement; 4) academic coping;
and 5) the system of motivational resilience.

First, regarding the sample, descriptive statistics and supplemental analyses
(Appendix B) reveal that significant differences between boys and girls exist in the
association of ways of coping and engagement, both at the individual and at the peer
group level. Further research could use multiple group structural equation models to
investigate the separate relationships over time for each sex.

Second, regarding the influence of the peer group, the peer group coping variables
used as predictors in this study were group averages. Supplemental analyses (see
Appendix C) reveal that, in spite of the overall pattern of similarity between individuals
and members of their peer group, there is also diversity within groups. Some peer group
members may be above the student while others are below. These different subgroups of

peers within the group could separately and differently influence the student. For

91



PEERS’ ACADEMIC COPING AND MOTIVATIONAL RESILIENCE

example, it could be that it is the peers who are coping best who have the biggest impact.
Further research could use separate variables for peers within the group with coping
scores above and below the student or variables for peers with high versus low levels in
comparison to the grand mean on each of the ways of coping and coping aggregates, as
predictors of engagement change.

Third, regarding academic engagement, correlational analysis of the components
of engagement with measures of individual and group coping reveal variety in the
relationships between peers’ and student’s coping and specific behavioral and emotional
engagement components. Supplemental analysis (Appendix D) reveals that the different
ways of coping and coping composites are not consistently correlated with the
components of academic engagement comprising the measure used in the study. Further
research could investigate the item structure of the engagement measures. This possibility
is highlighted by previous research (Skinner, et al, 2009) demonstrating a distinction
between academic engagement and disaffection. It is also possible that peers affect
behavioral and emotional engagement through different processes. Emotional
engagement, which includes enthusiasm and interest, may be uniquely important in the
investigation of both individual coping and peer effects. It was found to differently
correlate with behavioral engagement in separate groups of students with contrasting
characteristics in a late childhood sample (Blumenfeld et al., 2005). Helping and
informational support from peers, available from good strategizers in the peer group, may
link to modeling and identification, and may have direct effects on behavioral

engagement. Enthusiasm and emotional support from peers, potentially available from
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peers strong in self-encouragement and commitment, may have stronger effects on
emotional engagement than other adaptive ways of coping. Factor analysis would be a
potential method to begin pursuing this line of inquiry.

Fourth, regarding academic coping, the unique behavior of rumination coping in
the correlations, at both the individual and group level, suggest that it may not behave as
a clearly maladaptive strategy. Although not positively correlated with any adaptive way
of coping, it is significantly negatively correlated only with self-encouragement, and the
correlation is modest compared to other maladaptive ways (» = -.25). Rumination at the
individual level is not significantly positively correlated with any of the five other ways
of maladaptive coping, and is significantly negatively correlated with escape and
projection (» = -.25 and -.19). Rumination, as dwelling or worry, may sometimes be
adaptive, as when it leads to more productive future efforts, and sometimes maladaptive,
as when it leads to staying stuck and delayed re-engagement. This mixed pattern suggests
that rumination might be removed from the total maladaptive average, to obtain a better
measure of the maladaptive component in peers’ and student’s repertoires.

Fifth, regarding the system of motivational resilience, additional covariates can be
considered. These include the engagement of the student’s peer group members, and the
development of individual student academic coping over time. Individual coping at the
fall time point was tested as a control in the current study, but possible effects of peers’
coping on changes in individual coping over time were not investigated. Another
potential variable of interest that was not included is average level of engagement of the

student’s peer group members. Previous research has shown that peer group levels of
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academic engagement do have an influence on student’s own engagement over time
(Kindermann, 2007). Future research could include peers’ engagement as an additional
predictor, to separate its effect from the effect of peer coping, and clarify its possible role
in the relationship between peers’ coping and individual engagement. It may be possible,
for example, that the effect of peers’ coping is mediated to some extent by peers’
academic engagement. This would be the case if adaptive ways of coping by peer group
members were associated with higher levels of engagement and their effect on individual
peer group members were a result of the high engagement, rather than the coping itself.
Future research on the effect of peers’ coping could be designed to evaluate this
possibility.

Within the social context, the influence of relationship quality or support from
parents and teachers would be potential covariates to investigate. Also, because a
contextual perspective is not only about social partners, but about the responses of the
person in the social context, individual level variables and person-centered analyses may
be important in addition to characteristics of the group. From the standpoint of the
individual student in the school context, for example, more research could be conducted
on the ways students experience and react to academic adversity, the factors that might
explain these differences, and their amenability to change, whether through age-
dependent developmental processes, social influence, or interventions. Possible
covariates include emotional reactivity, differences in ambient stress or academic
adversity, coping flexibility, and social goals or social disposition. A question also arises

about the relationship between academic adversity and other sources of stress in a
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student’s life, as well as the differences in individual appraisals of challenge or threat and
individual reactions to stressors. A heightened state of vigilance or a bias in
interpretation, as well as dispositional reactivity may contribute to differences in use of
coping strategies. These factors could also contribute to differences in the strength of peer
effects. Future research could investigate these possibilities.

Other potentially significant predictor variables might be perceived control,
ability beliefs, causal attributions, academic goal orientations, or self-system process
status. Also, the proposed study looks at peers’ help-seeking and comfort-seeking, but
there could be measures of help providing and providing of emotional support in future
studies. This would be useful to better understand the role of peers. More observational
studies of day to day interactions in formal and informal settings involving school are
also needed to build on existing research and clarify how peers influence each other.

Beyond these five specific approaches to continue the investigation begun in this
study, additional considerations point to avenues available for reviewing and expanding
the conceptual foundations. The results of this study add to the evidence of a nexus
between peers and engagement, but the precise mechanisms that account for the
relationship are not known. Future research can be targeted to explore the proximal
processes involved in coping with adversity and maintaining motivational resilience in
the social context of school. Peer effects are more than a matter of good or bad
characteristics rubbing off or the result of social conformity (Kindermann & Skinner, in
press). Fredericks has listed aspects of peers which positively influence engagement as

including academic orientation, encouragement & modeling, sharing information, asking
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questions and providing explanations, working in cooperative groups, opportunities for
belonging, and positive social norms (Fredricks, 2011). Previous research on mechanisms
of peer influence (see Laurson, 2018, for a review) has described both direct (modeling
and imitation, assistance and encouragement, peer pressure to conform) and indirect
pathways. Many indirect pathways are integral components of the social nexus between
academic endeavor and affiliative bonds that exists in the school context. These include
relatedness (Furrer & Skinner, 2003, Martin & Dowson, 2009), belonging (Gray, Hope,
& Matthews, 2018), positive emotion (King, Mclnerney, Ganotice, & Villarosa, 2015),
cooperation (Johnson & Johnson, 2009), social support (Song, Bong, Lee, & Kim, 2015),
social facilitation (Uziel, 2007), shared motivation (Carr & Walton, 2014), and social
goals (Ben-Eliyahu, Linnenbrink-Garcia, & Putallaz, 2017). Based on existing studies
described in the literature review, it appears that the most fruitful area of investigation for
understanding the relationship between academic engagement and peers’ coping may be
the indirect processes involving relatedness, belonging, and positive emotion. The benefit
to engagement of having peers who make school fun (Symonds & Hargreaves, 2016),
warrants further exploration. Distinguishable from, but correlated with, relatedness and
belonging, fun and enjoyment are key academic emotions (Harley, Pekrun, Taxer, and
Gross, 2019).

Researchers have the opportunity to take what we know about peers and what we
know about engagement and fill in the gap in our understanding of how the two are

connected and how influence works. This will require research that investigates the
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proximal processes involving academic tasks in classroom contexts, processes that have
social dimensions and are often primarily social in nature.
Implications

The results of this study have relevant implications for teachers, parents, and
education researchers. Teachers will be able to use the findings about rumination and
self-encouragement to better understand the important role of academic coping in school
outcomes, and the way peers may be involved. Realizing that peers’ ways of coping with
everyday adversity at school can affect their peer group members might encourage
teachers to pay more attention to the dynamics of peer relationships in the classroom, and
the subtle ways their behavior affects these processes. Parents may potentially benefit by
considering the insight into the positive role peers may play in their children’s lives and
its implications for their monitoring of peer relationships and their own involvement in
children’s education. For education researchers and teacher educators, the study results
underscore the fact that peer relationships are important in multiple and sometimes
unexpected ways, and that teachers can leverage their understanding of these processes
(Farmer, McAuliffe Lines, & Hamm, 2011; Kindermann, 2011). This should encourage
consideration of the role of peers’ coping and into the various mechanisms and processes
that may be involved in this effect. Insight into complex peer effects may also be useful
to those studying and teaching about cooperative and collaborative learning.

The results of the current study may also contribute to future research involving
the design of interventions for teacher education and classroom practices. As we

accumulate knowledge about peer effects and the underlying processes, understanding
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and insight can be transmitted to teachers-in-training. Also, both teachers and students
would benefit from becoming more aware of the different types of support occurring
between classmates: instrumental, informational, and emotional. Interventions can
encourage the frequency of positive forms of interaction and facilitate awareness as a
safeguard against negative forms of interaction.
Conclusion

The potential impact on students’ education and development of the many
changes inherent in early adolescence and the transition to middle school is substantial.
The everyday adversity and challenges presented during this transition, and the way
students deal with them through their academic coping, influence their engagement on a
daily basis. Peers are a critical element in the unfolding of this process. This connection
will contribute to how well students do in school, what level of education they attain, and
the trajectories of their lives after school. It is important for research to explore the
relationships between peers and student motivational resilience, and for educators to
implement interventions that can leverage our knowledge to produce better outcomes.
This study makes a small contribution to that effort and paves the way for further

investigation.
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Appendix A. Raw Coping Score Results

To provide a point of comparison to illustrate the advantage of allocation scores,
for individual and peers’ coping and their effects on engagement change in the first year
of middle school, supplemental analyses were conducting using the raw coping scores.
Tables A.1 and A.2 provide the means, range and skewness of distributions of the
variables. These data are followed by a presentation of the results of analyses of
structural models of peers’ coping and engagement using raw scores. Table A.5 contains
the results for adaptive coping and Table A.6 contains the results for maladaptive coping.
Neither the peer group averages for coping profile, total adaptive coping, or any of the
five specific ways of adaptive coping significantly predicted spring engagement
controlling for fall engagement, and controlling for peer group size and for sex. Both the
peer group averages for total maladaptive coping (b =.202, SE =.098, = .090
(standardized), p < 05) and rumination coping (b =.261, SE =.078, f = .142 (standardized),
p <001) positively predicted spring engagement controlling for fall engagement, and
controlling for peer group size and sex. These relationships were in the opposite direction
of what was expected. None of the peer group averages of the five other specific ways of
maladaptive coping significantly predicted spring engagement controlling for fall
engagement and controlling for peer group size and for sex.

To control for differences in the level of academic adversity faced by students, a
measure was developed from questionnaire data obtained from the same students during
the original data collection that forms the basis for the current study. Exploratory factor

analysis (EFA) was used to investigate a pool of 12 items formulated to capture negative
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life events at school. Three principal factors were found. The items in the first factor were
characterized as general academic adversity, in the second factor as teacher relationship
quality, and items in the third factor were characterized as low academic performance.
Five items were selected with high loadings on the first factor and relatively low loadings
on the other two factors, to create a scale from the available items to best measure
academic adversity, with minimal overlap with the other two constructs indicated in the
EFA. The Cronbach’s alpha for the five item scale in the current study is .69, slightly less
than a common guideline level of .70 for good reliability. The mean inter-item
correlation, however, was .31, which is within the desirable range of .20 to .40 suggested
for scales representing a single construct and having less than 10 items (Briggs & Cheek,
1986). The items in the scale, rated on a four point Likert scale from never to all the time,
are: “I can’t understand what the teacher explains,” “I answer the teacher’s question
wrong,” “I get a bad grade on my report card,” “I have a problem with the teacher,” and

“I have trouble with problems on a test.”
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Table A.1. Summary of Descriptive Statistics — Raw Scores - Individual Coping

n M(S.D.) Min Max Alpha Skew Kurtosis
Student Eng. Fall 304  3.08(.62) 1.46 4.00 .87 -.23 -.82
Student Eng. Spg. 288  3.07(.68) 1.35 4.00 .89 -31 -.85
Sex 366 1.47 (.50) 1.00 2.00 A1 -2.00
Peer Group Size 366  5.59(4.81) 0.00 20.00 73 -.30
Acad. Adversity 308 2.05(.49) 1.00 4.00 .69 75 .63
Adaptive Coping:
Strategizing 313 3.09(.54) 1.00 4.00 .67 -.51 75
Help-seeking 315 3.09(.61) 1.20 4.00 77 -.50 A1
Comfort-seeking 310 2.97(.59) 1.00 4.00 .67 -42 .08
Self- Encourgmnt. 326  2.98(.53) 1.00 4.00 .58 -.52 78
Commitment 321  2.96(.56) 1.40 4.00 .65 -.26 -.18
All Adaptive 329 3.01(44) 128 3.92 -43 .56
Maladaptive
Coping:
Confusion 315 2.16(.53) 1.00 3.70 77 .06 -45
Escape 315 1.95(.61) 1.00 3.80 75 34 -.39
Concealment 323 2.09(.66) 1.00 3.80 75 17 -.60
Self-pity 323 2.12(.76) 1.00 4.00 .82 19 -.82
Rumination 316  2.62(.63) 1.00 4.00 .69 .00 -45
Projection 325  1.86(.68) 1.00 4.00 .79 .65 -.13
All Maladaptive 329 2.13(.50) 1.00 3.42 .07 -.46
Coping Profile 329 2.94(37) 1.73 3.85 .05 -43

Note: Missing values for descriptive statistics were handled with pair-wise deletion.
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Table A.2. Summary of Descriptive Statistics — Raw Scores —
Peer Group Coping Averages

n M (S.D.) Min Max Skew  Kurtosis
Adaptive Coping:
Strategizing 286 3.09(.28) 1.80 4.00 -.46 243
Help-seeking 285 3.09(.33) 1.50 3.89 -.87 2.78
Comfort-seeking 284 3.01(.30) 2.00 3.80 -.23 1.46
Self-Encourgmnt. 287 2.98(.25) 2.00 3.67 -73 1.72
Commitment 285 2.97(.30) 1.80 3.80 =27 1.69
All Adaptive 287 3.02(.23) 2.02 3.60 -.58 1.41
Maladaptive
Coping:
Confusion 285 2.15(.30) 1.15 3.23 47 1.98
Escape 285 1.94(.35) 1.00 3.20 .60 1.65
Concealment 285 2.06(.36) 1.00 3.80 .50 3.44
Self-pity 286 2.09(.42) 1.00 3.60 19 1.11
Rumination 286 2.60(.35) 1.00 3.70 -.58 2.38
Projection 287 1.85(.40) 1.00 3.50 .86 1.99
All Maladaptive 287 2.11(.29) 1.24 3.37 37 2.30
Coping Profile 352 2,84(.24) 2.25 3.61 -.03 29

Note: Missing values for descriptive statistics were handled with pair-wise deletion.
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Table A.3. Individual Raw Coping Scores Selected Correlations

Group Fall  Spring

Sex Size Adv Eng. Eng. ADAP MAL PRFL
Sex
Group Size 28%*
Academic Adversity ~ -21**  -.08
Fall Engagement A5% A9%x - 4R
Spring Engagement 21 .07 SATEE T4k
Strategizjng 22%* .02 -30** 15% 22%%* T9¥EF - 18%* S6¥*
Help-Seeking 27%% 09 L30RF D0%K D4RE 78RK _3]EE 5%k
Comfort_Seeking Q3% .08 - 15%* 2% 11 73¥% .07 A44%%
Self_Encouragement 13* -.01 - 22%* 11 16%* 76¥*% - 11%* A48**
Commitment .14* .10 - 17%* 02 .04 JTTEE - 12% S0¥*
Total Adaptive 27%% 09 J30%%15% Ok LI8FE 66w
Confusion -.08 -04 S2RK O _D@RE _D3%k _[GRE QQ¥k 75k
Escape -.13% -.02 A1F* L 19%*  _]7¥* 37k A S o
Concealment -.06 -02 AFE_DIRE L 14%  _DQRK g3k gk
Self_Pity -.04 -.03 53k 3% 27*¥% -.09 Bo¥* L T¥*
Rumination 08 05 A5%% 06 04 33%%  53kk Dok
Projection L22%% 07 STEE 35K 34wk 30k 77wk 5%k
Total Maladaptive -.08 -03 S8EE L3RR 04wk gk -85%*
Coping Profile 20%% 06 S50%E 30wk DgEE gEEkk g5

Note: Missing values for descriptive statistics were handled with pair-wise deletion.

*p<.05. %% p<.0l.
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Table A.4. Peer Group Average Raw Coping Scores Selected Correlations

Group Fall  Spring

Sex Size Adv Eng. Eng. ADAP MAL PRFL
Sex
Group Size 28%*
Academic Adversity ~ -21**  -.08
Fall Engagement A5* A9 - 48
Spring Engagement 21%% .08 SATRE T4
Strategizing 34% 10 -22%  [3%  I8%*  gO**  _35%+  Goex
Help-Secking 38+ 0% _15% ] A6 TR L3RR ek
Comfort-Seeking 30%% 05 -1l .10 A3% 3% 06 A0%*
Self_Encouragement 25%% .03 -.04 -.03 -.02 JUEE - 14% A46**
Commitment A7F O 15% 00 -.06 01 J4%% 05 31%*
Total Adaptive A0%+ IS*+ _14%* 08 14% L20%E G5k
Confusion 04 -.09 20%% L 14%  _06  -12% 88+ 70k
Escape 18 01 0% _13%  _13%  _43%x 0wx _76ex
Concealment -10 04 20%% .06 -.03 L8k 8GRk L gDHk
Self-Pity -01 02 20%% 11 -06  -.10 92%% 77k
Rumination 02 11 03 .04 5% 34w 53Rk _Dgx
Projection L32%E1D% 5% DRk D%k ARk gIEk _gDwk
Total Maladaptive S13% -0l 23 _14%  _08  -20%*
Coping Profile 28 2% _33kk |SEk 4% G5kk _ggx

Note: Missing values for descriptive statistics were handled with pair-wise deletion.
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Table A.5. Predictors of Spring Engagement when controlling for Fall Engagement —
Adaptive Coping Raw Scores — Peers

Strategizing Help-Seeking Comfort-Seeking
Predictor b b SE p S b SE p b b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. 014 032 107 765 013 026 093 777 041 087 095 364
Acad. Adversity -094 123 066 .06l -097  -126 .065 .053 -097 127 065 .052
Total Eng. Fall J43%% 796 066  .000 J43%% 795 066 .000 JALFE 794 066 .000
Peer Count -.096* -014  .006 .022 -.098* -014  .006 .021 -.095%* -.014  .006 .023
Sex .095%* 122,057 .032 .094* 121 .058  .036 .087* 112,056  .047
Self-Encouragement Commitment Total Adaptive
Predictor ) b SE p B b SE p I’ b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. -.057 -.148 114 193 .041 .088 .094 349 .025 .071 133 594
Acad. Adversity -096  -125 014 235 -101% 132 065 043 -097  -126 065 .054
Total Eng. Fall J42%% 795 065  .000 J44%% 797 066 000 J43%% 795 066  .000
Peer Count - -102%  -015 .006 .015 -101*  -015 .006 .018 -098% 014 006 .021
Sex d16%* .149 .056 008 .091* 118 .055 .031 .089* 15 .058 .049
Coping Profile

Predictor b b S.E p

Peers’ Coplng Avg -.069 =215 .140 124

Acad. Adversity -.107* -.140 .066 033

Total Eng. Fall T46%* .800 .066  .000

Peer Count -.097* -.014 .006 .021

Sex A17** 151 056  .007

ICI

*p <.05.** p<.0l.
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Table A.6. Predictors of Spring Engagement when Controlling for Fall Engagement —

Maladaptive Coping Raw Scores — Peers

Confusion Escape Concealment
Predictor b b SE p S b SE p b b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. 070 152 095  .109 028 052 082 528 063 113 078 .149
Acad. Adversity S114% 149 066 .024 S102% 133 066 042 1% 114066 .029
Total Eng. Fall J43% 796 065 000 J44% 797 066  .000 J40%% 792 065  .000
Peer Count -.091* -.013 .006  .029 -.097* -.014  .006 021 -.098* -.014  .006 .019
Sex .097* 125 .054  .020 .103* 132 055 015 .104* 134 054 013
Self-Pity Rumination Projection
Predictor ) B SE p B b SE p I’ b SE p
Peers’ Coping Avg. .078 120 066  .072 Jd42%* 261 078  .000 .033 .053 .075 479
Acad. Adversity - 115% -.150 066  .022 -111%* -.145 064 .024 -.102* -.133 .065 .042
Total Eng. Fall J744%*% 798 .065  .000 J732%* 785 .065  .000 J747*%*% 801 .066  .000
Peer Count -.100* -.014  .006 .017 -120**  -017  .006  .004 -.095%* -.014  .006 .023
Sex .097* 125 .054  .020 .098* 126 .053 .017 .107* 138 .056 014
Total Maladaptive
Predictor b B SE p
Peers’ Coplng Avg .090* 202 .098 .038
Acad. Adversity -.116* -.151 .066 .021
Total Eng. Fall T46%* .801 .065 .000
Peer Count -.100* 138 .054 .010
Sex .107* 138 .054  .010

*p <.05.** p<.0l.
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Appendix B. Biological Sex and Academic Coping

Several ways of coping showed variation by biological sex. The correlations of
each way of coping, as well as total adaptive, total maladaptive, and coping profile, for
both allocation scores and raw coping scores, are shown in Table B.1. All of the adaptive
ways of coping were positively and significantly correlated with sex in the raw scores,
including the combined adaptive coping. The positive correlations indicate that the mean
levels were higher for girls than for boys. The correlations were dampened, but still
positive and significant, in the allocation scores, except for commitment, which became
nonsignificantly correlated with biological sex in the allocation scores. The story was
different for the relationships between average levels of adaptive coping in the peer group
and biological sex. In the raw scores, all of the peer group averages for adaptive ways
were positively and highly significantly correlated with biological sex, indicating higher
mean levels for girls’ groups. In the allocation scores, however, the significant
correlations for comfort-seeking and self-encouragement were negative, indicating higher
mean peer group average levels for boys’ peer groups. The correlation with biological sex
became negative but nonsignificant in the allocation scores for average peer group level
of help-seeking.

Among the maladaptive ways of coping, two of these, escape and projection, were
negatively and significantly correlated with biological sex, indicating higher mean levels
for boys’ groups. The combined measure of all maladaptive ways was also negatively and
significantly correlated with sex in both the raw and allocation scores. The correlations

for escape and projection were also negatively and significantly correlated with sex in the
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allocation scores, but the correlations were amplified, in comparison to the statistics for
the raw scores. Concealment became negatively and significantly correlated with sex in
the allocation scores. For peer group averages of maladaptive coping, escape, projection,
and the combined maladaptive score were negatively and significantly correlated with
sex, indicating higher average levels in boys’ peer groups. In the allocation scores, escape
continued to be negatively and significantly correlated, and at a higher level (-.386 versus
-.175). Projection and combined maladaptive coping, however, are positively
significantly correlated with biological sex in the allocation scores, indicating higher
levels for girls’ peer groups. In addition, rumination is also positively significantly

correlated with sex in the allocation scores, but not in the raw scores.
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Table B.1. Individual Coping Allocation Score Descriptive Statistics for Boys and Girls

Correlation
w/Sex Sex N Mean S.D. Skew Kurtosis
Strategizing A7** B 163 10.82 1.99 -12 47
G 150 11.50 1.90 23 -33
Help-Seeking 21%* B 164 10.69 2.22 -.08 .09
G 151 11.67 2.35 -.09 26
Comfort-Seeking 20%* B 160 10.32 2.00 -.16 33
G 150 11.09 1.94 -.02 .29
Self-Encouragement n.s. B 171 10.59 2.08 -.24 .60
G 155 10.92 1.66 17 -.01
Commitment n.s. B 168 10.46 2.02 .87 .76
G 153 10.82 1.86 .19 -.05
Total Adaptive 21%* B 174 10.55 1.52 .05 33
G 155 11.20 1.48 13 -.56
Confusion n.s. B 164 7.83 1.49 29 1.48
G 151 7.54 1.38 -42 -.40
Escape - 18%* B 164 7.32 2.09 54 .81
G 151 6.61 1.92 .20 =74
Concealment -11%* B 169 7.64 2.11 27 33
G 154 7.18 1.95 .01 -.61
Self-Pity n.s. B 169 7.65 2.13 -21 -.82
G 154 7.29 2.27 .20 -.94
Rumination n.s. B 165 9.26 1.76 -.06 -15
G 151 9.40 1.71 .14 .10
Projection -2 B 170 7.17 2.30 37 -29
G 155 6.03 1.84 .87 .76
Total Maldaptive - 18%* B 174 7.78 1.30 -27 28
G 155 7.33 1.23 -.11 -.60
Coping Profile n.s. B 174 9.69 .95 .02 -.38
G 155 9.87 93 -.06 -.58
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Appendix C. Group Averages and Diversity in the Peer Group

The investigation of effects of peers’ ways of coping on student engagement in
the present study was conducted using the peer group average to characterize coping
strategy use by group members. There is, however, considerable diversity within groups.
In a group average, the presence of coping levels of students above the mean may be
obscured by the simultaneous presence of other group members with coping levels below
the mean. To gain insight into the magnitude of the within group diversity, the difference
of each student to the average of their group of significantly affiliated peers was
calculated. Table C.1 shows the mean, standard deviation, and mean absolute value of
individual difference to group, as well as the mean of all group averages and the
correlation of individual levels to group averages for all ways of coping and coping
combinations.

Correlations between the individual and the group averages were small or
nonsignificant. Many group members had large differences between their own coping and
the average coping in the group. The mean of the mean group average for all 11 specific
ways of coping was 9.08, while the mean standard deviation of the difference between
individual level and their group’s average for all 11 ways of coping was 2.04, and the
mean absolute value of difference to group was 1.68. In percentage terms, about one third
of students were more than 22.5% above or below their group’s average, while on
average a student was 18.5% above or below their group’s average. This indicates a
considerable amount of diversity within groups, and remarkable divergence of many

group members from the group average. The use of the group average to represent the
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capability of the group to serve as a resource or act as a liability may not capture the full
potential of peer groups to function in those ways, because it ignores the presence within
the group of potentially influential group members who differ may differ significantly
from the group average. One possibility for further research into the effects of peer group
coping would be to asses both high and low components of the group, and their predictive
potential, by creating separate variables for those components. This could be done in at
least two ways. The high subgroup could be those group members who are above the
target student, and the low subgroup those below the student. Alternatively, the high
subgroup could be those group members who are above the grand mean for all students in
the sample, with the low subgroup of each peer group consisting of students below the
grand mean. The coping allocation scores for the students in each subgroup could then be
averaged, and the separate averages for high and low components of each student’s peer

group tested as predictors of engagement change.
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Table C.1. Individual Coping to Group Average - Correlation and Difference Statistics

Indiv.  Group Individual Difference to Group Average
Corr  Averages M Abs.

to Grp Mean SD Value M SD Min Max
Strategizing 20%%  11.15 1.13 1.69 .03 210 -6.12  4.69
Help-Seeking .07 11.20 1.32 2.04 .00 257 877  8.68
Comfort-Seeking .09 10.84 1.05 1.4 -.03 2.11  -6.00  6.00
Self-Encouragement .08 10.78 .99 1.58 .04 202 -6.57 525
Commitment .04 10.71 1.00 1.67 -.05 2.17  -5.79 545
Total Adaptive 3% 10.92 .85 1.32 -.01 1.66  -522 428
Confusion .01 7.66 .76 1.26 .02 1.61  -483  6.64
Escape 3% 6.95 1.12 1.73 -.01 213 -632 585
Concealment .10 7.35 1.06 1.79 .05 222 -4.63 748
Self-Pity A7 7.38 1.17 1.85 .01 230 -5.64 596
Rumination 13%* 9.29 .97 1.45 -.04 1.89  -5.12  6.19
Projection 16* 6.60 1.26 1.78 -.04 232 852 739
Total Maladaptive 14% 7.53 72 1.11 -.01 139 418 435
Coping Profile 20%*%  9.81 .54 .79 -.00 99 253 244
Average of 11 Ways 9.08 1.68 2.04

100% 18.5% 22.5%

*p<.05. %% p<.0l.
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Appendix D. Engagement, its Components, and Academic Coping

The present study made use of existing subscales composed of positive items for
behavioral engagement, negative items for behavioral engagement (reversed), positive
items for emotional engagement, and negative items for emotional engagement
(reversed). The negative items for behavioral and emotional engagement, which were
reversed and used in the present study to measure engagement, have been shown in other
research, when not reversed, to function as measures of behavioral disengagement and
emotional disaffection (Skinner et al., 2009). In the current study, the positive and
negative items (reversed) for emotional engagement were combined into a single
subscale. Items for each of the three groups were then averaged to create three manifest
indicators in the measurement model. Fall and spring engagement were then modeled as
latent variables with three indicators each. Although the latent variables loaded well on
the three indicators at each time point, supplementary investigation reveals that there are
some differences in the correlations of the components of engagement with the various
peer group coping measures. These correlations are shown in Table D.1.

Peers' total adaptive coping in fall, as well as their strategizing, help-seeking, and
comfort-seeking showed small but significant correlations with total engagement in
spring, as did the negative items for behavior engagement (reversed), and the negative
items (reversed) for emotional engagement. The pattern for maladaptive coping was
somewhat more complicated, with again differences between the subscales. Only the
negative (reversed) items for emotional engagement significantly correlated with peers

total maladaptive coping. The variation in the relationships between the separate peer
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coping measures and the components of engagement, suggest that the investigation of the
relationship between peer group coping and engagement might benefit from more
specificity in modeling the components of the outcome. For example, the effect of peers

coping on student emotional engagement might be tested separately.

Table D.1.
Correlations between Group Average Coping and Spring Engagement Components
Spring Engagement
Fall Coping Allocation Total Beh. Eng. Beh. Eng. Emo. Eng. Emo. Eng.
Score Group Averages Engagement Positive Neg. Rev. Positive Neg. Rev.

Strategizing .18%* 11 .16* .14%* .16*
Help-Seeking .16* .10 .14* 15% 18%*
Comfort-Seeking .14* .08 .16* 11 16*
Self-Encouragement -.01 -.06 .04 -.07 .02
Commitment .02 -.05 .05 -.01 .07
Total Adaptive .14% .06 15% .09 .16*
Confusion -.09 -.05 -.10 -.05 -.10
Escape -.14* -.06 - 18%* -.06 -.09
Concealment -.03 -.01 -.00 -.05 -.10
Self-Pity -.08 -.05 -.06 -.08 -.10
Rumination J19%* .14%* 21%* 13% .10
Projection - 25%%* - 15% -26%* -20%* -25%%
Total Maladaptive -.11 -.06 -.11 -.09 -14%*
Coping Profile .10 .05 .10 .06 12

*p<.05.*%*p<.0l.
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Appendix E. Measures

Student Engagement vs. Disaffection — Teacher-report (14 items; 4-point scale)

Behavioral
Engagement

Behavioral
Disaffection

Emotional
Engagement

Emotional
Disaffection

When we start something new in class, this student participates
in discussions.
In my class, this student works as hard as he/she can.

When we start something new in class, this student doesn’t pay
attention.

When we start something new in class, this student thinks
about other things.

In my class, this student does just enough to get by.

In my class, this student comes unprepared.

In my class, this student appears enthusiastic.
When working on classwork in my class, this student appears
involved.

When I explain new material, this student seems bored.

In my class, this student appears depressed.

In my class, this student appears angry.

In my class, this student appears anxious.

When working on classwork in my class, this student appears
worried.

When working on classwork in my class, this student appears
frustrated.
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Academic Coping — Student self-report (53 items; 4-point scale)

ADAPTIVE:

Strategizing

Help-Seeking

Comfort-Seeking

Self-Encouragement

Commitment

When something bad happens to me in school (like not
doing well on a test or not being able to answer an
important question),

I try to figure out what I did wrong so that it won’t happen
again.

I try to see what I did wrong.

I think about some way to keep this from happening again.
I try to figure out how to do better next time.

I think of some things that will help me next time.

When I have trouble with a subject in school,

I ask for some help with understanding the material.
I get some help to understand the material better.

I ask the teacher to go over it with me.

I ask the teacher to explain what I didn’t understand.
I get some help on the parts I didn’t understand.

When something bad happens to me in school (like not
doing well on a test or not being able to answer an
important question),

I talk about it with someone who will make me feel better.

I spend time with someone who will cheer me up.

I talk about it with someone I’'m close to.

I discuss it with someone who will help me feel better about it.
I talk with someone who will keep me from feeling bad about
it.

When I run into a problem on an important test,
I think about the times I did it right.

I tell myself it’s not so bad to make a mistake,

I tell myself I’ll do better next time.

I tell myself I’ll have another chance.

I tell myself it’ll be okay.

When I have difficulty learning something,

I think about all the reasons it’s important to me.

I remind myself that it’s worth it to me in the long run.

I remind myself that this is important in reaching my own
goals.

I remind myself that it’s something that I really want to do.

I think about how this is important for my own personal goals.
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MALADAPTIVE:

Confusion

Escape

Concealment

Self-Pity

Rumination

Projection

When I run into a problem on an important test,
I’'m not sure what to do next.

I can’t remember what to do.

My mind goes blank.

I get all confused.

It’s difficult for me to think.

When something bad happens to me in school (like not
doing well on a test or not being able to answer an
important question),

I quit thinking about it.

I tell myself it’s not such a big deal.

I tell myself it didn’t matter.

I say it wasn’t important.

I say I didn’t care about it.

When something bad happens to me in school (like not
doing well on a test or not being able to answer an
important question),

I try to keep people from finding out.

I make sure nobody find out.

I try to hide it.

I don’t tell anyone about it.

I don’t let anybody know about it.

When something bad happens to me in school (like not
doing well on a test or not being able to answer an
important question),

I think about all the times this happens to me.

I say “This always happens to me.”

I ask myself “Why is this always happening to me?”

I say “Here we go again.”

I can’t believe this is always happening to me.

When something bad happens to me in school (like not
doing well on a test or not being able to answer an
important question),

I think about it all the time.

I’m always thinking about it afterwards.

I can’t get it out of my head.

When I run into a problem on an important test,

I say it was the teacher’s fault.

I say the teacher didn’t tell us the right thing to study.
I say the teacher isn’t fair.

I say the test was too hard.

I say the test was not fair.
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