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Introduction


For humans, the three principle criteria for categorizing other humans are age, sex and race (Harris, 1995, p. 466).  These factors contribute to divisions in peer groups as well.  In this paper, we will attempt to show how peer groups affect learning in and out of the classroom.  We will consider the variables of gender, ethnicity, and ability.  While our main theoretical perspective is Group Socialization (GS) Theory, we will also consider Social Cognitive Theory and Developmental Theory.
Theoretical Perspective


Harris defines socialization as “the process by which an infant becomes an acceptable member of his or her society -- one who behaves appropriately, knows the language, possesses the requisite skills, and holds the prevailing beliefs and attitudes”  (1995, p. 461). While children do imitate their parents, they imitate others as well.


From an evolutionary standpoint, it makes more sense for children to learn from more people than just their parents, because they can learn about innovations that came from people other than their parents.


Context is a key.  Children’s behavior at home is different from their behavior outside the home.  Since school is where children spend a great deal of time, we will focus on it herein.


Harris defines personality as “an innate substratum that, during development, is built upon and modified by environmental influences” (1995, p. 463).  We can see the two facets, the genetic component and the environmental component, which is environment-specific.


There are five basic phenomena of group behavior, which can be observed in the ecological setting or the laboratory.  The first one is in-group favoritism.  Members of a group prefer their own group over other groups, even if the original grouping was random.


Next is between-group contrast.  Not only do members of a group assume differences between themselves and other groups, but they also act to increase these differences.  There is also within-group assimilation.  Since the urge to conform often comes from within the subject, overt “peer pressure” is often not necessary.  Another phenomena of group behavior is within-group differentiation.  Each individual in a group is different, and the members are not interchangeable.


Turner proposes a self-categorization theory.  In this theory, there is a continuum between self-categorization as an individual and self-categorization as a member of a group.  When subjects identify themselves as members of a certain group, they take on their “'rules, standards and beliefs about appropriate conduct and attitudes’” (as cited in Harris, 1995, p. 464).  This is within-group assimilation.  When the people see themselves as individuals, there is differentiation, but the two are not mutually exclusive.


Culture may not be transmitted from individual to individual, but from group to group, which is the perspective of Group Socialization (GS) Theory.  It makes sense then that different ethnic groups would have different cultural norms to pass on.  Not only do children’s peer groups affect them, but parents’ peer groups affect them, including their attitudes and practices about parenting.  These attitudes and practices vary among cultures and generations.  Cultural transmission then, is not parent-to-child, but parent’s peer group to children’s peer group.


Then childhood peers create their own culture.  Younger kids learn the traditions and games from the older kids.  When newcomers come into the group, the group members are eager to teach them the norms of the group; they provide the “knowledge, ability, and motivation they will need to play the role of full member” (Corsaro cited in Harris, 1995, p. 470).  They aid in their peers’ assimilation into the group.


Gender has a biological component to it, but then the differences widen in middle childhood because, according to GS theory, people self-categorize.  When the difference is salient, that is, there are two groups to be compared to one another, for example, segregated groups of boys and girls, the differences are more pronounced. The attitudes about gender roles are passed down from parents’ peer groups to children’s’ peer groups. 


Another salient difference is age.  Little kids look up to big kids.  Teenagers contrast themselves with adults by dressing and acting differently.  This, according to GS theory, is in-group favoritism.  Harris points out that this conclusion disagrees with Moffitt’s theory that adolescents are actually trying to achieve mature status, with its accompanying power and priviledge.


We’ve already mentioned some of the within-group processes, such as assimilation and peer pressure.  Assimilation involves strong peer modeling and imitation.  If a group member does not conform, he or she may be shunned or ridiculed.


Temperament is a heritable characteristic that has been linked to neurophysiological factors.  It is also subject to being modified by the environment.  Research suggests that group-enforced conformity to certain norms can actually affect long-term change on a child’s personality.


While “peer pressure” is an issue with middle childhood kids, by adolescence, overt pressure is usually not needed.  The members of a group act like the others, and they may have been attracted to a certain group, i.e. “jocks” or “nerds” because they are like-minded anyway.


Assimilation and differentiation work simultaneously, and are not mutually exclusive.  Assimilation is more apt to happen when the differences between the groups are salient, as in the case of boys and girls.  These phenomena are also affected by societal norms.  For example, in cultures that value individualism, members of a group may want to differentiate themselves from others, which can lead to another important in-group process, status hierarchy.  Differences in status entail popularity and dominance.  GS theory indicates that “high or low status in the peer group may leave permanent marks on the personality” (Harris, 1995, p. 473).  In addition, there is social comparison, which starts in elementary school.  Stigmatizing labels can stick, and become self-fulfilling prophecies.  Kids identify with certain stereotypes.  The effects on kids seem to be more serious than they are on adults.


The family is not considered a peer group.  The effects of the home environment are transient.  The child does not stay at home forever, but rather he or she goes out into society.  According to GS theory the child actually favors the outside the home behavior over the inside the home behavior.  In addition, GS theory emphasizes the importance of identification with a group, more so than dyadic relationships.  Environmental modifications of personality are more likely to come from the group than from one-on one relationships (i.e. mother-son).  Pinker also indicates that the “conventional wisdom about ‘family dynamics’ is simply wrong” (2002, p. 393).


Pinker also explains the heavy duty criticism Harris has received regarding her group socialization theory, including from the political right and left.  Her theory was even called “stupid” by columnist John Leo.  J. Kagan also disagrees strongly with Group Socialization Theory.  Pinker himself is not completely convinced that peer groups explain how children develop their personalities.  He sees the interaction between genes and peers as a possible explanation for certain behaviors, such as smoking.  In addition to the human genome and environment, he offers chance as a factor in the child’s development.  Harris’s critics say she is trying to absolve parents of their responsibility.  If a child turns out badly, it’s not their fault.  Pinker explains that this is not the case at all (2002, p. 398-99).
How gender affects learning in peer groups

There is much research that has been done on how gender affects learning within student peer groups.   The purpose of a large portion of this research has been to see how gender affects peer cooperative groups, how that affects the relationships that students have within the school setting, and how gender can then affect attainment and learning.  It is first important to clarify the types of groups that have been examined.  We will speak of them as same-gendered groups (all males or all females) or as mixed-gendered groups (males and females in the same group).  

In a study done by Stough, Berg and Meegan (2001) on the affects of gender in peer collaborative problem solving in an eighth grade classroom, some very interesting information was presented.  One of the goals of this study was to see how gender affects task and social problems in collaborative groups within the classroom.  It is important to note is that these students were given the opportunity to choose their own groups.  Not surprisingly, the students primarily chose to work with students of the same gender, mostly friends.  In doing so, they found that the problems that arose in completing the tasks decreased over time.  Also, social problems were less prominent in peer groups of females than with groups of males.  Perhaps this is due to in-group favoritism. 

Does this mean that only groups of same-gendered students will work productively together?  Certainly not.  However, in this case, the outcome of the student work was clearly more effective in groups of this nature.  We as teachers often times find it difficult within the context of collaborative work to allow the students to choose their own groups for fear of there being too much time off task or for fear of disruption.  In this study, the opposite was found to be true.  More effective work was done when the students chose to work with peers of the same gender.  Furthermore, having chosen groups themselves, they were more likely to choose those students with whom they were able to work.   This is consistent with Piaget’s perspective that with positive relationships in a group there will be lesser conflict.  Thus, performance of collaborative tasks will be more positive (Strough et al., 2001, p. 15).

Research shows that early on in a child’s life, his or her peer interactions tend to be characterized in same-gendered groups, and this trend continues throughout childhood (Fabes et al., 2003, p. 921).   Harris furthur states that “during middle childhood, according to her Group Socialization Theory, the effect of self-categorization into two dichotomous groups causes these differences to widen and the overlap to decrease (Harris, 1995, p. 470). Because these children spend so much time playing together in same-gendered groups, it will certainly impact their peer culture.  According to Harris, socialization occurs within these peer groups (Pinker, 2002, p. 390).  This would explain a great deal of why, when given the opportunity to choose collaborative groups in the classroom setting, they will tend to flock toward students of the same gender.  

In the midst of all of this, one thing that is an influence on peer groups is student behavior.  Knowing early on that children begin to almost restrict themselves to same-gendered groups, it is interesting to see how those interactions within groups takes place.  Boys tend to participate in more active and forceful activities in larger groups, away from adults, while girls were more likely to play in small groups, near adults (Fabes et al., 2003, p. 921).  These gender differences are also representative of many stereotypical gender roles within these same-gendered groups.  This is perhaps a drawback to these groups.  The stereotypes are less prominent when the groups are mixed-gendered, because the difference is not salient (Strough et al., 2001, p. 14).  

How does gender affect attainment in the school?  Teresa Tinklin (2003) argues that while there are many cultural factors that influence gender differences, she says that boys and girls experience different types of peer pressures within the school setting that can influence their attainment.  The one thing that seems to influence attainment the most though, is the fact that girls tend to take school more seriously than boys do.  This is only true however until about the age of sixteen at which point there becomes very minimal if any difference in gender attainment when the students are from similar social backgrounds and have equivalent standard grades.  At that point, they are equally likely to become high attainers (p. 321).

It is fair to say that there are many, many factors that influence boys and girls within their peer groups.  Gender on its own is influenced by many factors, which lead then to collaborative work that can be very beneficial for some students.  When the activities within collaborative groups are less structured, the students will then begin to prefer to work in mixed-gendered groups (Strough, et al., 2001, p. 12), which is an interesting finding.  The more tasks and more structure that is involved in the problem, the more students tend to work in same-gendered groups.  Harris would then argue that again, it is simply because each gender was socialized differently at an early age by their peers.   Thus, they tend to want to work with those people they know share the same cultural norms. 

Gender clearly plays an important role in peer groups and how students learn within these groups.  There are certainly more factors than just these presented, but it is quite fascinating that there are so many things that do influence student learning, and they must all be acknowledged at some level.

How ethnicity affects learning in peer groups

In this paper the dramatic importance of peer groups has already been recognized.   Next it is important that we address the role of race and ethnicity in peer group formation and its relationship to learning.  Here we will analyze the experience of African American, Mexican, and Chinese students.


Since the days of Brown v. Board of Education and the beginnings of the desegregation of public schools across the United States, there has been much discussion about the underperformance of African American youth in schools.  African American students still continue to achieve at rates lower that their white peers.  For example, in Texas the average score in mathematics for black students is 0.7 standard deviations lower than that of whites (Hanushek 2002, p.2).  In recent years this phenomenon has become known as the black-white achievement gap and still draws the attention of many researchers.  


The study conducted by Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin (2002) investigates the issue of peer groups in connection with this achievement gap.  They found that, among a group of students in Texas, a high percentage of black classmates led to adverse effects on student achievement.  These adverse effects were especially concentrated in the upper half of the ability groups.  Racial composition of peer groups had little effect on the academic achievement of the low ability blacks.  They found this to be true only for black students in the study and not for any other minority group.  They also reported that there was no correlation found between average school achievement or socio-economic status.  Black students tend to do worse in school when they have more black peers.


Fordham and Ogbu (as cited in Horvat and Lewis, 1986) describe one possible explanation for this phenomenon.  They introduced the notion of “acting white” as a major reason why black students do not do well in school.  In other words, academic success is thought to be a white value, and therefore should not be observed by black students.  Harris cites Wilder in saying, “Assumptions of differences between groups arise even when there is no justification for those inferences other than the mere existence of those groups.  More strikingly, persons act to increase the magnitude of assumed intergroup differences” (1995, p. 463).  For example, while white students will try to achieve academically, black students may try to achieve in other areas such as sports or music. 


The findings of Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin are consistent with this observation.  The students with more black peers are less likely to succeed academically, and it is logical to conclude that black students in a peer group are more likely to encourage each other to resist assimilation into white society by resisting academic success.  For these students, then, an all black peer group could be the end of success in school.


In the work of Horvat and Lewis (2003) this notion of “acting white” is challenged.  In their research they offer a reassessment of Fordham and Ogbu’s conclusions.  They found, in a study done with black female high school students, that “acting white” was not always a concern for the students.  The diversity within the black peer group must be a consideration.  GS Theory refers to this as within-group differentiation, because each person in the group is an individual.  In their findings, there were in fact all black peer groups that encouraged success in school as well as others that did not.  The girls were able to successfully navigate through the diverse peer groups acting appropriately according to the group they found themselves in.  There were able to censor themselves or “camouflage” their success in the groups they know would not support their desire to succeed and in other groups were able to discuss freely their success with others peers that were interested in being successful as well.


The work of Umaña-Taylor and Bámaca-Gómez (2003) contributes valuable insight into the world of peer groups for students of Mexican origen.  They found, in their study with adolescents, that resistance to peer pressure was greater in students with fewer familial births in the United States than it was for students with many familial births in the United States.  This suggests that the longer a family is in the United States the more the peer group is going to have an effect on the success or failure of students in school.  The peer group is going to have more of an effect on the student with more familial births in the United States than it will for the student with fewer familiar births in the United States.  The peer group for the former is going to have a much more dramatic effect of whether the student is successful in school.  The student with fewer familial births in the United States (and probably stronger familial ties as well) would need to get support and encouragement for academic success from family instead of peers.


This is compatible with Bandura’s findings that “parents’ sense of efficacy to promote their children’s academic development and the educational aspirations they hold for them enhance their children’s beliefs in their own adademic efficacy and raise their aspirations” (Bandura, 1996, p. 1207).  This conflicts with GS theory which predicts that “inside-the-family effects will make twins more different and outside-the-family effects will make them more alike” (Harris, 1995, p. 475).


Chen, Chang, and He (2003) found that among Chinese students academic success is an important norm for peer group formation; that is, Chinese students tend to form their peer group based on a commonality of ability and expectation of academic success.  In addition, high achieving students tend to hold the highest status among other students.  In other words, the students who were the most successful also seemed to be the most skillful in social situations.  This suggests that Chinese culture in general is in support of academic success and the peer groups that conform are the most accepted.  Those that choose another route do not enjoy such success.  It could also be said that parents’ peer groups are passing down the values to the children’s peer groups.


Cheng and Starks (2002) found that the aspirations of peers for academic success are different for racial groups. Hispanics had the lowest aspirations for peers, followed by African Americans with lower aspirations for their peers and Asians had higher aspirations for peers.  As we well know, the influence of peers can be great and low aspirations for academic success from peers can have a detrimental effect on student performance.  The effects of those aspirations on the students did not however differ along racial lines.  The effects tended to have similar effect on students’ own aspirations and achievement.

How ability affects learning in peer groups

The many different ability levels of students is another factor that affects how students interact with their peers both inside and outside of the classroom.  There are students who are identified as gifted learners, who tend to be intrinsically motivated, eager to know and understand new bodies of information, and perform well above average on IQ and standardized tests.  There are students who are identified as learning disabled, who tend to struggle with one or more aspects of school and learning, lack motivation, and are well below average on IQ and standardized tests.  Also, there are many students who fall anywhere within the spectrum between these two groups of students.  Educational settings are many times the first place that all of these students come together and are asked not simply to co-exist but to collaborate and learn from each other; a wonderful picture of all that is involved in American democracy.  


The question then becomes how do students with different ability levels tend to group themselves and how can professional educators group these students in their classrooms so that all students benefit.  These questions are hot-button issues that many frequently debate in education.  Parents, educators, students, and researchers disagree about what is best for students, many times taking a look at the issue from one side or another.  


As Ormrod suggests, in chapter 7 of Human Learning, students learn behavior through a modeling process.  Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory emphasizes the importance of modeling.  There are several things that play into the idea of modeling.  For a model to be effective the learner must pay attention to the model, be able to retain the modeled behavior, be able to physically reproduce what has been modeled to them, and must be motivated to demonstrate what they have learned.  Research shows that students often gravitate towards others of similar ability in peer situations.  Taking into account Ormrod, one reason may be because students who are learning disabled may believe they are “physically” unable to reproduce what they see being modeled in gifted learners.  In turn, this may cause students who struggle to group themselves together.  In a study done by Feldhusen et al. (2000), it was found that many gifted students tend to be extremely competitive, thus gravitating towards one another in social situations because of common motivation.  It was also found that many gifted students prefer individualized learning to cooperative learning, because they have a desire to be viewed as intellectually above others.  Feldhusen et al. (2000) suggests that students perceive this need as difficult to meet in collaborative groups, and therefore tend to disengage and avoid risks in challenging learning situations.  


Simply because students tend to gravitate towards students of similar ability or prefer one learning situation to another, does not mean that this is what is most beneficial to them.  Take for example a child who prefers to eat candy for all major meals; this may be what the child wants, but clearly it is not what is most beneficial to this child’s physical well being.  Gifted students who avoid challenging learning opportunities because they want to outperform their peers are missing out on many deep, rich learning experiences.  This illustrates Harris’s notion of status hierarchy.  We live in a culture that values individualism, therefore members of a group tend to differentiate themselves.  Perhaps these gifted children seek to be high on the dominance hierarchy.


Nancy Schniedewind and Ellen Davidson in their article, “Differentiating Cooperative Learning,” found that although some students may prefer individual or cooperative learning over the other, all students actually achieve higher and have greater gains in heterogeneous cooperative learning situations (2000).  Schniedewind and Davidson suggest that grouping students homogenously or using individualized instruction causes students the loss of an experience with diverse intelligences and perspectives where “the sum is greater than any of its parts.”  They do not suggest that the answer is in cooperative situations where every student completes/performs the same task, but that they key lies in engaging students in tasks with different levels of complexity.  In this model “every student learns something that he or she doesn’t already know; all students contribute to a common goal”  (p. 1).


It is the job of educators to provide challenging learning opportunities for all students so that they can achieve to their highest potential.  It is also the job of the school to provide equal opportunities, and the job of the educational system to educate students about democratic society.  When a heterogeneous framework is used in cooperative grouping students experience firsthand the power of democracy.  Cooperative groups strengthen learners of all ability levels.  Students engage in a project on a variety of different levels and bring to the table summaries of what they have found and get feedback.  Students of higher ability benefit because they are explaining concepts that they are attempting to master.  They are challenged to think about why a concept works and how to explain it, rather than simply figuring it out and moving on.  The majority of educators have first hand experience with this idea, often stating, “I didn’t really know all that I know about my content area until I began teaching it.”  Students of lower ability also benefit because thought processes that are different for their own are modeled.  Many times these lower-level students need a very concrete model of how to think or accomplish a task, when higher-level students are able to be that model, lower level students achieve higher.  Harris indicates that “success leads to more success” (1995, p. 473).


Many argue that students with higher ability levels do not benefit from heterogeneous grouping.  According to Schniedewind and Davidson this is because those who argue this are solely looking at learning from an academic perspective.  They fear that students of higher ability are wasting their time stooping to lower levels and are not making their own academic gains.  This is simply not the case.  Not only do students of high ability make academic gains they also learn to think critically, encourage and critique others, and express themselves (Schniedewind, Davidson, 2000, p. 3).  More academic gains may be seen in lower ability students does not mean that heterogeneous grouping is detrimental to students of high ability.  It is important to remember that a quality education is not simply about academic success, but about learning to work democratically with others.

Conclusion


According to Group Socialization Theory, peer group influence children’s behavior and learning more than families or genetics.  We conclude that peer groups are most effective when they are heterogeneous.  The specific differences that we analyzed are gender, ethnicity and ability.  When these differences are salient, they have a dramatic influence on shaping behavior.  Engaging in these diverse groups will help students become active members of our democratic society.
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