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ABSTRACT 

In the spring of2007, 32 eleventh grade high school students (15 males, 17 

females) at a small, rural northwestern Wisconsin high school were surveyed on two 

subscales (Social Acceptance and Scholastic Competence) from Harter's Self-Perception 

Profile for Adolescents (SPPA). The students' scores were then compared to their mid

year cumulative grade-point averages (GPAs), in order to determine whether there were 

any significant relationships between their perceived peer acceptance, academic self-

concept, and academic achievement, as Flook, Repetti, and Ullman (2005) had 

demonstrated. No significant relationship, either direct or indirect, was demonstrated 

among these three variables for either the total group of respondents or for male and 

female groups separately in this sample. It is recommended that the main limitations of 

this study (small sample size, the sample's relatively high average GPA, and the 

confusing format of the SPPA), as well as other possible indirect factors linking 

perceived peer acceptance and academic achievement be addressed in future research. 

Although unrelated to the main focus of this investigation, this study demonstrated a 
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nearly significant, negative relationship between female students' academic self-concepts 

and their academic achievement. This relationship may also be interesting to further 

investigate. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Adolescence is considered to be an extremely difficult stage in the process of development into 

adulthood, marked by rapid physical, cognitive, and social changes that significantly impact 

adolescents' lives. These changes have been demonstrated to be considerably associated with 

adolescents' academic achievement (Wigfield, Lutz, & Wagner, 2005). It is important for school 

counselors to understand these changes and how they relate to adolescents' educational performance, 

because academic achievement has been linked, not only to success in the general educational 

environment, but also to successful transition into adult life (Walters & Bowen, 1997). 

Although there are many important physical and cognitive changes that occur in adolescence, 

the social transitions endured by this age group transform their lives. During this time, there is a rapid 

shift in who has influence in an adolescent's life. Parents, once the most influential people in a child's 

life, now only spend half as much time with their adolescent child as the child spends with his or her 

peer group (Ryan, 2000). Because of this shift, peers begin to have a significant amount of influence 

over adolescents' achievements, beliefs, and behaviors. 

Because schools and their classrooms are traditionally social places, an adolescent's peer group 

can have a substantial influence on the student's achievements, beliefs, and behaviors in the 

educational setting. Therefore, it is likely that an adolescent's ability to effectively engage in peer 

relationships, establish him or herself within a group, and gain the group's acceptance may 

substantially affect his or her academic performance in school (Walters & Bowen, 1997). 

Peer acceptance, in itself, has previously been linked to academic achievement. However, 

earlier research has indicated that this relationship may be more of an indirect nature than a clear direct 

effect, in that peer group acceptance influences a certain academic attitude, which in tum influences 

academic performance (Walters & Bowen, 1997). Several potential influences have been proposed to 

connect the relationship between peer group acceptance and academic achievement, including 

academic self-concept (Flook, Repetti, & Ullman, 2005). 
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"Academic self-concept has been identified as a predictor of academic achievement beyond 

what can be explained by prior achievements" (Flook, Repetti, & Ullman, 2005, p. 320). Students who 

are confident in their ability to succeed are more likely to put forth the necessary effort to succeed in 

their educational endeavors than students who are uncertain or do not feel confident in their academic 

abilities. Because adolescents' beliefs, especially those about themselves, may be influenced by their 

peer relationships, it is reasonable according to Flook, Repetti, and Ullman (2005) to assume that 

"social experiences in the classroom playa role in shaping a child's academic self-concept" (p. 320). 

In adolescence, many gender differences associated with peer relationships begin to emerge. 

Howard (2004) stated that these differences include preferred communication styles used with peers, as 

well as peer group composition. Due to these differences, it is possible that females' and males' 

academic achievement may be differentially associated with perceived peer group acceptance. 

Information about the relationship between perceived peer acceptance and academic 

achievement has implications and application merit for school counselors working with adolescents, at 

both the middle school and high school levels. In order to design effective interventions, school 

counseling professionals need to have an understanding of factors that may influence a student's 

education and academic achievement, especially with the current pressure on students to achieve from 

the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation. Because "peer relationships are an accessible and 

changeable focal point" (Walters & Bowen, 1997, p. 414) for interventions in the educational setting, it 

seems this may be a reasonable and efficient starting point for school counselors to begin their work at 

helping to close the achievement gap in educational settings. 

Statement ofthe Problem 

There is an apparent need to add to the body of research addressing the complex relationships 

between adolescents' perceptions of their peer acceptance, academic self-concept, and academic 

achievement. Although this relationship has been demonstrated in previous research studies, it is not 

well understood because of its complexity. Therefore, this study will further address this relationship, 
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as it manifests itself in students at the high school level at a small, northwestern Wisconsin high 

school. 

Research Questions 

This research addresses two main questions, as follows: 

1. Are there relationships between how adolescents perceive their peer acceptance, their 

academic self-concept, and their academic achievement? 

2. Does gender influence the relationships between these three variables? 

Purpose ofthe Study 

With a better understanding of the relationships between perceived peer acceptance, academic 

self-concept, and academic achievement, school counselors may program their guidance curriculum 

accordingly. If a significant relationship exists between these variables, school counselors can justify 

programming much oftheir curriculum early on in students' careers to enhance relationship skills, so 

that when students reach adolescence they may have an enhanced ability to relate to their peers, and 

therefore, hopefully increase their academic achievement. 

Assumptions ofthe Study 

The following assumptions are incorporated in this study. 

1. Although adolescents' perceived peer acceptance may not be an entirely 

accurate measure due to its subjective nature, it still can be assumed to be influential because it is what 

they perceive to be reality in their lives. 

2. All participants answered the survey questions honestly. 

Definition ofTerms 

For this study, the following terms need to be clarified. 

Academic achievement. Performance outcomes such as grades or scores on standardized 

achievement tests. 
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Academic self-concept. An individual's personal beliefs and confidence in his or her academic 

abilities and overall scholastic competence. 

Perceived peer acceptance. Perceptions of peers' behavior in relation to their acceptance 

towards oneself. 

Limitations ofthe Study 

This investigation has the following limitations. 

1. The data collected is relevant to the school district in which it was collected. It may not be 

able to be generalized to other specific educational settings. 

2. The sample size was limited, due to the small size of the class and 60 percent parental 

consent for student participation. 

3. Students in this sample also had a fairly high average GPA. 

4. Although components of an established research measure, the Self-Perception Profile for 

Adolescents' (SPPA) subscales utilized in this study seemed to be extremely limited and confusing in 

their overall format, which may have skewed the participants' responses. 

Methodology 

In the spring of 2007, eleventh grade high school students at a small, rural northwestern 

Wisconsin high school were surveyed using two subscales (Social Acceptance and Scholastic 

Competence) from Harter's SPPA. The students' responses were then statistically compared to their 

cumulative grade-point averages (GPAs) for grades nine through the first semester of grade eleven, in 

order to determine whether there were any significant relationships between their perceived peer 

acceptance, academic self-concept, and academic achievement. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

Introduction 

This chapter includes a discussion of peer influence during adolescence, followed by a 

discussion of three levels of peer relationships. In addition, the relationship between peer influence and 

academic achievement is examined, including how this relationship may differentially affect males and 

females. The chapter concludes with an examination of the differences in how peer acceptance can be 

assessed for research purposes and a brief review of Harter's SelfPerception Profile/or Adolescents. 

Peer Influence during Adolescence 

Adolescence is frequently perceived as the time when peers begin to take priority in an 

individual's life. In tum, the importance of family, once the primary influence in an adolescent's life, 

often declines. During this transition period where adolescents are allowed more freedom by their 

parents, "young people are expected to spend more time with friends (and less with family), to build a 

social life around peer relationships, and to look to peers for emotional and instrumental support" 

(Adams & Berzonsky, 2003, p. 330). 

Not only do peer relationships begin to take priority in adolescence, but they become more 

complex in nature as "new relationships and new levels of interaction emerge" (Adams & Berzonsky, 

2003, p. 331). The dyadic peer relationships of childhood based primarily on proximity factors (i.e. 

siblings and neighborhood) begin to be replaced by complicated relationships based on the formal 

interactions (i.e., participation in athletics, youth organizations, or other structured activities) and 

informal interactions an adolescent encounters at home, at work, and at school (Adams & Berzonsky, 

2003). 

Ryan (2000) proposed that peer influence can motivate one another, especially within 

educational contexts, in three primary ways. The first is through information exchange; "discussions 

among peers may present an adolescent with new ideas and perspectives" (Ryan, 2000, p. 107). Peer 

modeling, the second mode of influence, seems to affect adolescents' self-efficacy beliefs, in that an 
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adolescent student believes he or she can succeed at particular tasks after watching peer counterparts 

succeed or fail in their attempts. The third and final way Ryan proposed adolescent peers influence one 

another is through reinforcement of peer group norms and values. Peers have great influence, 

especially over their group members' attitudes, behaviors, and motivation levels, and this influence can 

be both beneficial and detrimental to adolescents, depending on its extent and the context in which it is 

exerted. 

Because these complex peer relationships have such a priority and influence in adolescents' 

lives, it is suggested that they significantly impact adolescents' behavior by assisting adolescents in 

building a sense of identity in a "secure" context (Howard, 2004). This impact can be both positive and 

negative. Peer influence, often regarded as peer pressure, has been negatively linked to delinquent 

behavior, including smoking, alcohol and drug use and abuse, and prematurely engaging in 

(promiscuous) sexual behavior. However, peers may also have positive influences on adolescents by 

modeling effective and healthy behaviors and values, providing reciprocal assistance, and promoting 

achievement among group members (Skamfer, 1999). 

Levels ofPeer Relationship 

Peer relationships in adolescence can be defined for analysis on three different levels. The first 

level is friendship, which implies an equally regulated dyad relationship involving emotional 

connection. Acquaintanceship, the second level of relationship, is dyadic in social construction as well. 

It is defined as "peers [adolescents] 'know,' but with whom they have no close, reciprocated ties" 

(Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996, p. 326). 

The third level of peer relationships refers to the complex concept of peer group acceptance. 

Often referred to as popularity, peer group acceptance is classified as "the extent to which an 

adolescent is liked by his or her peer group" (Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996, p. 326). Well

accepted adolescents are accepted and positively recognized by their peers, while poorly accepted 

adolescents are negatively perceived by their peers and generally disliked. Because "how the focal 
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[adolescent] views others in the peer group is irrelevant to the concept of group 

acceptance, ... acceptance has been described as a one-way or unilateral construct" (Bukowski, 

Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996, p. 367). 

Successful navigation of both the friendship and peer group acceptance levels of peer 

relationship is generally considered necessary and essential for healthy adjustment and development 

throughout an individual's life. Friendships aid individuals in validating their interests, developing 

compassion and empathy, and increasing their perspective-taking abilities. Peer group acceptance 

helps individuals develop "healthy attitudes toward competition, conformity, and achievement" 

(Bukowski, Newcomb, & Hartup, 1996, p. 368). 

"A student's peer group will almost certainly be a powerful influence on attitudes and 

behaviors in school, since status and acceptance from others in the same age group become very 

important from early adolescence through young adulthood" (Walters & Bowen, 1997, p. 424). As a 

result, peer acceptance then may be reasonably assumed to be related to an adolescent's overall ability 

to perform and achieve academically in educational settings. 

Peer Acceptance and Academic Performance 

Peer acceptance is linked to academic performance at all age levels, from early elementary 

school to late adolescence. Johnson (2000) proposed that "peer effects become more important as time 

passes, peaking somewhere during adolescence. At the same time, children must foster positive peer 

groups early in order to become well-adjusted adolescents and adults" (p. 3) who achieve in 

educational settings later in their academic careers. 

O'Neil and Welsh (1997) examined the relationship between peer acceptance and rejection and 

academic achievement among elementary aged children. By interviewing 345 children from eight 

elementary schools in southern California in kindergarten, first grade, and second grade, social status 

memberships of the participants were determined and then compared with the students' standardized 

test scores. The results suggested that peer rejection may be significantly predictive of academic 
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difficulties, and that the earlier the peer rejection occurred in a student's academic career, the greater 

the extent of the student's academic difficulties later on in school. 

Gifford-Smith and Brownell (2003) also proposed that children who are not accepted by their 

peers are at risk for school difficulties, including failure and drop-out. Negative peer experiences early 

in students' academic careers "may perpetuate or exacerbate academic difficulties by undermining 

motivation to attend school and increasing exposure to other marginalized peers who de-value 

academic success" (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003, p. 248). 

Steinberg, Brown, and Dornbusch (1996) demonstrated that peers continue to influence 

achievement in adolescence, both positively and negatively. In a longitudinal study, Steinberg, Brown, 

and Dornbusch examined whether friends who are part of the same peer group start out at comparable 

academic achievement levels, or if their academic achievement levels gradually become more similar 

to those of these same peer group members over time. Their research suggested that peer group 

members typically start their group membership with diverse levels ofachievement, but over time 

these differences disappear and grades of peer group members tend to average out, progressively 

becoming more similar to one another. 

In a longitudinal study of242 middle school students, Wentzel, Barry, and Caldwell (2004) 

determined that reciprocated friendships may be related to both social and academic adjustment in 

middle school, further suggesting a link between peer acceptance and academic performance. "With 

respect to having a friend, sixth grade students without friends showed lower levels of. .. academic 

achievement. .. than did students with reciprocated friendships" (Wentzel, Barry, & Caldwell, 2004, p. 

195). These lower levels of academic achievement seemed to also continue in the next grade, if there 

was no improvement in the adolescent's social situation. 

The relationship between early adolescents' perceptions of friendship quality and school grades 

was investigated by Burk and Laursen (2005). In their study of associations between friendship 

perceptions of 282 early-adolescent dyads and their academic achievement, they found that both 
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positive and negative perceptions of friendship quality could be associated with academic 

achievement. Negative perceptions of friendship quality were linked to lower academic achievement in 

relation to overall grades of these students. The reverse was also demonstrated in that the more positive 

perceptions adolescents had regarding friendship quality, the higher their overall grades (Burk & 

Laursen, 2005). 

Wentzel and Caldwell (1997) further suggested an existing relationship between peer 

acceptance and academic achievement over time for adolescents in two studies. In the first study, 213 

students were followed from sixth to eighth grade. Over two years, the relationship between the 

students' peer acceptance reports, best friend nominations, and their end-of-year cumulative grade 

point averages were analyzed. The results of this study indicated peer acceptance may significantly 

predict "GPA concurrently as well as over a one year period" (Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997, p. 1202). 

The second study, a replication, again examined the relationships between 404 students' peer 

acceptance reports, best friend nominations, and end-of-year cumulative grade point averages during 

the students' sixth to eighth grade years. A significant relationship between peer acceptance and 

academic achievement was once more found, both concurrently and over time. 

Reis, Colbert, and Herbert (2005) used comparative case studies of"35 economically 

disadvantaged, ethnically diverse, and academically talented high school students who either achieved 

or underachieved in their urban high school ... to examine the ways in which some academically 

talented students develop and/or employ strategies of resilience to achieve at high levels" (p. 110) in 

school. Their results demonstrated that friendships with peers who were academically high achieving 

was one of the protective factors that significantly contributed to the resiliency of these students. When 

these positive peer relationships were present in these diverse and economically disadvantaged 

adolescents' lives, they were more likely to use their evident intellectual talents to achieve 

academically in high school (Reis, Colbert, & Herbert, 2005). 
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Although previous research has demonstrated the possibility of a significant link between peer 

relationships and students' academic achievement, the underlying factors that explain this relationship 

are not well understood. Both direct and indirect relationships between these two factors have been 

shown in past research. It is reasonable to assume that peers may directly affect one another's 

academic achievement by providing mutual assistance for one another, through modeling academic 

skills and assisting in reciprocal intellectual advances. However, it is also reasonable to assume that 

peer relationships may unintentionally affect academic performance, "with underlying social and 

emotional factors predicting both social and academic competencies" (Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997, p. 

1199), because of their possible influence on students' overall self-worth and motivation. 

Walters and Bowen (1997) provided evidence that the relationship between academic success 

and peer acceptance may in fact be indirect. Five hundred and seventy-seven adolescent participants in 

a middle and high school dropout prevention program self-reported on a survey regarding their 

academic performance and peer acceptance, as well as on three other school-related variables 

regarding school-related attitudes and behaviors. These additional variables included the students' 

perceptions of school influence, their sense of school coherence (the degree to which they found school 

comprehensible and meaningful), and their avoidance of problem behavior. Walter and Bowen (1997) 

concluded that "peer group acceptance did not have a significant direct influence on the academic 

performance for any student group beyond the contribution of other variables in the analysis" (p. 420). 

Instead, the additional three proposed school-related variables seemed to be directly connected with 

academic achievement, with avoidance of problem behavior being most strongly linked to academic 

performance. 

Legault, Green-Demers, and Pelletier (2006) further confirmed the indirect nature of the 

relationship between peer acceptance and academic achievement. However, their study of 741 high 

school students demonstrated that the indirect factor in this relationship was motivation. They found 
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evidence suggesting a model linking peer social support to students' motivation levels, which in turn 

was statistically associated with academic outcomes. 

Altermatt (2003) also suggested that motivation could be an indirect link between peer 

acceptance and academic achievement. Having studied 929 students in the fourth, fifth, and sixth 

grades over three semesters, Altermatt's results indicated the possibility that friends had similar 

motivational beliefs and academic standards both when the study began and over time. These 

motivational beliefs, in turn, seemed to be related to the overall academic performance of the 

participants. 

Finally, Flook, Repetti, and Ullman (2005) also demonstrated an indirect link between peer 

acceptance and academic performance in a longitudinal study following 248 students from grades four 

to eight. However, their path analysis suggested academic self-concept may be one of the mediating, 

indirect factors, along with internalizing symptoms (behavioral inhibitions and negative emotions), in 

that "a lack of peer acceptance in the classroom in the fourth grade predicted lower academic self

concept. .. the following year, which in turn, predicted lower academic performance in the sixth grade" 

(Flook, Repetti, & Ullman, 2005, p. 319). 

Gender and Academic Achievement 

In adolescence, gender differences associated with peer relationships begin to emerge, 

including preferred communication styles used with peers, peer group composition (Howard, 2004), 

and the assigned importance given to friendships as a support source (Walters & Bowen, 1997). Due to 

these differences, it is possible that females' and males' academic achievement may be differentially 

associated with peer group acceptance. 

Muller, Riegle-Crumb, and Farkas examined how male and female friendship groups was 

related to their grades in math, science, and English, by studying 2,500 high school students' 

transcripts. They demonstrated that "having high-performing same-sex friends is beneficial for girls 

whose friendships can promote success in high school" (cited in Bryant, 2005, para. 1). However, they 
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also found that this relationship was not present with the male students in their study. They suggested 

that this difference may have resulted due to variations in competitiveness between genders. "The girls 

seem to know they can work together and support one another, ... where the boys tend to take a 

winner-takes-all approach. They see a zero-sum game where there can be only one winner" (Bryant, 

2005, para. 11). 

In a longitudinal study, Roberts (1986) also investigated the relationship between gender 

variations and achievement. Roberts concentrated on how self-image of both genders related to overall 

academic achievement in 243 suburban adolescents. Cross-sectional analyses indicated that high 

achievement for adolescent males was associated with better self-image perceptions, while low 

achievement was associated with poorer self-image perceptions. High achievement in adolescent 

females, however, was linked with a decline in self-image in longitudinal analyses of the data. Roberts 

(1986) suggested that peer acceptance most likely was a factor contributing to this gender difference, 

for the effects stronger in relation to stereotypical male courses. 

Finally, in the Walters and Bowen (1997) study of peer group acceptance and academic 

achievement with participants in a middle and high school dropout prevention program, peer group 

acceptance was demonstrated to be more predictive of academic performance in females than in males. 

The researchers suggested that this result indicated "peer group acceptance may be particularly 

important for adolescent females" (Walters & Bowen, 1997, p. 424). 

Measuring Peer Acceptance 

Because of the complexity associated with peer acceptance due to its variations resulting from 

such factors as gender differences and developmental levels, measuring peer acceptance is a difficult 

task. However, three main methods have been utilized to measure this concept in previous research. 

The most frequently used method is peer nomination. However, this method is often controversial due 

to the complexities associated with defining peer acceptance for this selection system. Often at the 
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center of the defining controversy is the question of"whether or not to require that friendship 

nominations be reciprocated" (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003, p. 251). 

Parent and teacher behavioral observations "that concentrate on the frequency, stability, and the 

affective quality of [students'] interactions with each other" (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003, p. 251) 

have also been employed to measure peer acceptance and rejection rates in students. This method, 

although limited by its time-consuming nature and indirect, observational format, does relieve some of 

the subjectivity associated with the peer nomination method. 

A third method of measuring peer acceptance rates again involves using students' reports. 

However, this method has students report on their perceived rate of acceptance among their peers. 

Because this method does not use actual reports, objectivity may be compromised. However, Ryan 

(2000) proposed that "the use of perceived reports is often justified by the reasoning that what 

adolescents think their [peers] do is more influential than what the [peers] actually do" (p. 103). 

Harter's Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents (SPPA) 

Harter's (1988) Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents (SPPA) is a 45-item questionnaire 

designed by Susan Harter, a professor at the University of Denver, primarily for adolescents in grades 

nine through twelve. It is intended to measure various dimensions of adolescents' self-concept. The 

SPPA "is an upward extension of the Self-Perception Profile for Children" (Harter, 1988, p. 2) and is 

composed of nine subscales designed to measure distinct competency perceptions of adolescents, 

including physical and social acceptance and academic confidence. Numerous researchers (e.g., Eiser, 

Eiser, & Harvermans, 1995; Trent, Rusell, & Cooney, 1994; Worrell, 1997) have tested the 

psychometrics of the English version of the SPPA, resulting in support of slightly different subscales. 

Two of Harter's subscales from the SPPA, the social acceptance subscale and the scholastic 

competence subscale, were used in this study. 

The social acceptance subscale was designed to measure how adolescents perceive they are 

accepted by their peers. The Cronbach alpha internal consistency reliability of this subscale is .90. The 
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scholastic competence subscale was designed to measure adolescents' perceptions of their scholastic 

competence, and has a Cronbach alpha internal consistency reliability of .91. An oblique rotation 

factor analysis also revealed that each subscale measured specific factors, providing proof of validity 

(Harter, 1988). 

The format of the SPPA's items was designed to decrease the tendency for participants to give 

socially desirable responses, which may occur when "I" statements are presented and "True" or "False" 

responses are required. Instead, the directions designated to be read aloud by the administrator prior to 

the SPPA's administration instructs adolescents to decide which kind of teenager is most like him or 

her, and then additionally whether this teenager is only sort of true or really true of him or her. This 

type of question format allows adolescents to justify either choice easier, instead of marking what 

appears to be the most socially desirable response, thereby allowing for adolescents to report more 

accurate responses regarding their self-perceptions (Harter, 1988). (The response choices allotted to the 

respondents for this instrument, however, are not clear, instructing them to respond in a personal 

manner to general statements, leading to ambiguity in its administration. More detail on this problem is 

provided on pp. 23 and 24). 

Conclusion 

The relationship between perceived social acceptance and academic achievement is a complex 

one, as indicated by the preceding literature review. This complexity results, in part, because some 

research indicates that the relationship may in fact be indirect, rather than direct, with other intervening 

variables linking perceived peer acceptance and overall academic achievement in children and 

adolescents. 

Therefore, the present research was an examination of associations between scores on the social 

acceptance and scholastic competence subscales of Harter's SPPA, and the cumulative GPAs of 

eleventh grade adolescents from a small, northwestern Wisconsin high school. Academic self-concept 

was specifically examined as an intervening variable, to examine whether Flook, Repetti, and Ullman's 
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(2005) results would be replicated in older adolescents. Gender differences were also examined to 

if significant differences had emerged as they did in Roberts (1986) and Walters and Bowen (1 
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Chapter III: Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to examine whether a relationship exists between adolescents' 

academic achievement and the perceptions they have regarding their peer acceptance. Male and female 

eleventh grade students at a small, northwestern Wisconsin high school were surveyed in the spring of 

2007 in order to address this question. This chapter provides a description of the methodology of the 

study, including participant selection and description, instrumentation, data collection, and analysis 

procedures. Last, limitations concerning the methodology of the research are discussed. 

Participant Selection and Description 

Eleventh grade students at a small, rural high school in northwestern Wisconsin were recruited 

for participation in this study. Students were recruited in their Civics class, a required class for 

eleventh grade students at the high school. A total of 32 students (15 males, 17 females) out of 53 

(60%) returned affirmatively signed parent permission! informed consent forms and participated in the 

research study. All students who returned a signed parent permission!informed consent form, 

indicating whether they had or did not have permission to participate in the study, were entered into a 

drawing for a chance to win a gift certificate to a local movie theater. 

Instrumentation 

The combined survey administered to the participants was intended to measure two variables, 

perceived peer acceptance and academic self-concept. A measure ofacademic achievement was also 

obtained, in the form of cumulative grade point average for grades nine through the first semester of 

grade eleven. 

Perceivedpeer acceptance. The participants perceived peer acceptance was assessed using the 

five-item Social Acceptance subscale from Harter's SPPA. According to Harter, this subscale was 

. designed to assess how much an adolescent believes they are "accepted by peers, feels popular, has lots 

of friends, and feels that he/she is easy to like" (Harter, 1988, p. 3). Permission to use this subscale was 

granted through purchase of the SPPA manual. 
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Each item contained two statements, one phrased positively and one phrased negatively about the same 

idea (e.g., "Some teenagers do very well at their classwork, BUT Other teenagers don't do very well at 

their classwork"). The participants were instructed to indicate which statement best described them by 

marking "really true for me" or "sort of true for me" in front of either the negatively or positively 

phrased statement. Each item was scored from 1 to 4, and the mean of the five items was calculated to 

obtain an overall perceived peer acceptance index score. Higher index scores reflected higher 

perceived peer acceptance. Conversely, lower index scores indicated lower perceived peer acceptance. 

For clarity, this researcher added the following written instructions, "For each of the following items 

below, CIRCLE the ONE response that best describes how you feel. RT = Really true for me and ST = 

Sort of true for me," at the top of the survey. 

Academic selfconcept. The participants' academic self-concept was assessed using the five

item Scholastic Competence subscale from Harter's SPPA. According to Harter, this subscale was 

designed to assess an "adolescent's perception ofhislher competence or ability within the realm of 

scholastic performance, e.g. how well he/she is doing with classwork, and how smart or intelligent one 

feels one is" (Harter, 1988, p. 3). Permission to use this subscale was granted through purchase of the 

SPPA manual. 

The five-item Scholastic Competence subscale was formatted and scored identically to the 

Social Acceptance subscale in order to calculate a scholastic competence index score. Higher scores 

reflected higher perceived indexes of academic confidence, and therefore more positive academic self

concepts. Conversely, lower index scores indicated more negative academic self-concepts. For clarity, 

this researcher added the following written instructions, "For each of the following items below, 

CIRCLE the ONE response that best describes how you feel. RT = Really true for me and ST = Sort of 

true for me," at the top of the survey. 

Academic achievement. The participants' cumulative grade-point averages (GPAs) were used 

as an index of academic achievement. On the survey, students were asked to indicate their student ID 
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numbers. The school's computer record system was then used to identify each anonymous student's 

cumulative high school GPA at that point in time. 

The order of the subscales was counterbalanced to control for bias, in that half of the survey 

copies displayed the academic achievement items first and the other half of the survey copies displayed 

academic self-concept items first. Copies of both survey forms are included in Appendix A and 

Appendix B, respectively. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Prior to data collection, permission was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the 

University of Wisconsin-Stout in April of2007. In April of2007, permission to collect data at the high 

school was also sought and granted from the district superintendent, the high school principal, and the 

Civics teacher, to meet with consenting students whose parents also gave written consent, at the 

beginning of each of the two sections of a Civics class on two consecutive days to administer the 

survey. 

One day prior to the data collection, the purpose and procedure of the investigation were 

explained to the students as follows: "As a school counseling student, I am required to complete a 

research study as a part of my graduate program. My study involves trying to determine if a connection 

exists between how adolescents view their peer relationships, their academic skills and achievement. In 

order to do this, I am surveying juniors during their Civics classes at your school about their views on 

their peer relationships and academic skills and also obtaining cumulative GPAs anonymously, 

through the school secretary. Codes will be used, so I will not know which GPA belongs to you 

individually. Your surveys will also be anonymous. It is hoped that valuable information about the 

relationship between adolescents' peer relationships and their academic achievement will be gained. 

This information can then be used by the wider educational community in the future, especially for 

more effective, socially and academically enhancing guidance programming." Two copies of a parent 

permission/informed consent form (See Appendix C) were also distributed at this time. The students 
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were informed that in order for them to participate in the study they would need to have a parent (or 

legal guardian) affirmatively sign one copy of this form and return it to the researcher. The other copy 

of the parent permission/informed consent form was to be kept by the parents for future reference if 

needed. The students were also told that if they returned a signed parent permission/informed consent 

form indicating whether they had or did not have permission to participate in the study, they would be 

entered into a drawing for a chance to win a gift certificate to a local movie theater. 

On the next day, parent permission forms were collected from the students at the beginning of 

their Civics class sections. At this time a nearly identical informed consent form (See Appendix D) 

was given to the students who were granted parent permission to participate, and verbal 

permission/consent from each student was obtained. All of these students consented to participate, and 

were administered the survey in their classrooms. At this time students who did not return parent 

permission/informed consent forms and therefore did not participate in the study, sat in their assigned 

seats and completed other class work until all the survey participants were finished. Participants also 

sat in their assigned classroom seats and were directed to keep their eyes on their own papers, to ensure 

the confidentiality of their answers and student ID numbers. Students were verbally instructed, as 

designated in the SPPA manual, to decide what teenager was more like them, the teenager described at 

the top of each item or the teenager described at the bottom of each item. They were then told that once 

they have decided what teenager is most like them, they had to decide whether that description is only 

sort of true for them or really true for them and then circle the corresponding answer. An example item 

from another SPPA subscale, which had the same format as the survey items, was used to review and 

clarify the instructions. Participants completed the survey within ten minutes. After the participants 

completed their surveys, they individually brought their completed surveys to the researcher, who was 

located in the front of the classroom, and thanked for their participation. When all the participants had 

completed their surveys, the researcher asked them if they had any questions or comments. At this 

time, some of the participants commented that they were confused by the overall format of the 
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subscale, and these concerns were noted by the researcher. The students were then fully debriefed, with 

more information on the specific objectives of the study. The drawing for the incentive, the movie 

theater tickets, was completed after school in the guidance office by the researcher and the current high 

school guidance counselor. Ticket winners were notified of who won the tickets at the beginning of 

their Civics class section the next day. 

Next, student 1D numbers were transferred from the surveys onto a separate document. This 

document was given to the secretary in the guidance office, who used the 1D numbers to locate each 

participant's cumulative GPA in the school's computer record system. The researcher then transferred 

the GPAs onto their corresponding anonymous survey forms. 

Data Analysis 

A number of statistical analyses were used in this study. The Statistical Program for Social 

Sciences, version 10.0, (SPSS, 2002) was used to analyze the data. Descriptive statistics, a series of 

two-tailed t-tests, and partial correlations were conducted. Two, one-way analyses of covariance were 

also conducted, one with GPA as the dependent variable and another with perceived peer acceptance as 

the dependent variable, both using gender as the independent variable and academic self-concept 

scores as the covariate. 

Limitations 

There are four main limitations in the methodology of this study. The first limitation is that 

only students at one small, rural high school were surveyed. Therefore, the results cannot be 

generalized to other populations. The second limitation is the small sample size. The third limitation is 

that students in this sample had a fairly high average GPA, 3.3 based on a 4.0 weighted scale, which 

perhaps influenced their responses to the survey, either directly or indirectly. Finally, although they are 

components of an established research measure, the SPPA subscales utilized in this study seemed to be 

confusing in their overall format, which may have skewed the participants' responses. 
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ChapterIV: Results 

This chapter presents the results of the study involving adolescents at a small, northwestern 

Wisconsin high school during the spring of2007, which assessed the relationships between perceived 

peer acceptance, academic self-concept, and academic achievement. Descriptive statistics are presented 

first. The remainder of the chapter addresses the results of the statistical analyses performed, including 

whether gender differences were found. 

Descriptive statistics 

The participants' mean GPA was moderately high, 3.3 based on a 4.0 weighted scale. The 

female participants' mean GPA (3.6) was higher than the male participants' mean GPA (3.0). A 

majority of the participants also seemed to have fairly positive views regarding their peer acceptance 

and academic self-concepts levels, averaging 14.5 (out of20) for the peer acceptance index and 15.34 

(out of 20) for the scholastic competence index. Male and female participant index scores for both 

subscales were similar, averaging 14.27 for males and 14.71 for females on the perceived peer 

acceptance index, and 15.80 for males and 14.94 for females on the scholastic competence index. 

Two-tailed t-tests 

The two tailed, independent groups t-tests with perceived peer acceptance and scholastic 

competence subscales as the dependent variables and gender as the independent variable, revealed no 

significant differences between the males' and females' index scores, t (30) = -.306, p = .762, and 

t (30) = .632, P = .532, respectively. 

One-way analyses ofcovariance 

A one-way analysis of covariance with peer acceptance index scores as the dependent variable, 

gender as the independent variable, and scholastic competence index scores as the covariate, did not 

reveal any significant effects, F (1, 29) = .091, p = .765. Another one-way analysis of covariance with 

GPA as the dependent variable, gender as the independent variable, and scholastic index scores as the 

covariate, also did not reveal significant effects, F (1, 29) = 7.477, p = .011. 
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Partial Correlations 

A partial correlation coefficient conducted between GPA and perceived peer acceptance index 

scores, using scholastic competence index scores as the mediating variable on the total group of 

respondents did not reveal significant results, r (30) = .256, P = .157. A partial correlation coefficient 

conducted between GPA and perceived peer acceptance index scores using scholastic competence 

index scores as the mediating variable on the male group of respondents also did not reveal significant 

results, r (13) = .414, P = .125. Finally, a partial correlation coefficient conducted between GPA and 

perceived peer acceptance index scores using scholastic competence index scores as the mediating 

variable on the female group of respondents did not reveal significant results, r (15) = .077, P = .786. 

A partial correlation between GPA and scholastic competence index scores for male 

respondents did not reveal significant results, r (13) = .4, P = 0.139. However, a partial correlation 

between GPA and scholastic competence index scores for female respondents, approached significance 

in a negative direction, r (15) = -.434, P = .082. 

Conclusion 

No significant relationships between how adolescents perceive their peer acceptance, their 

academic self-concept, and their academic achievement, were found in this study. Gender also did not 

appear to influence the relationship between these three variables. 
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Chapter V: Discussion 

This chapter addresses the limitations and conclusions drawn from the results of the study. In 

addition, recommendations for future research concerning assessment of the relationship between 

perceived peer acceptance and academic achievement are addressed. 

Limitations 

There were four main limitations in the methodology of this study. The first limitation was that 

only students at one small, rural high school were surveyed. Therefore, these results should not be 

generalized to other populations. 

Second, the students in this sample had a fairly high GPA. This factor may have influenced the 

results. It may be that higher achieving students were more likely to make the extra effort to participate 

in this survey, and may not be representative of the eleventh grade population of this school as a 

whole. Higher achieving students may view their academic self-concepts and perceived peer 

acceptance levels differently than other eleventh graders at this school. 

The third limitation of the methodology was the small sample size. It is possible that, if more 

participants had been assessed, significant relationships among the variables of perceived peer 

acceptance, academic self-concept, and academic achievement may have been established. 

Finally, although components of an established research measure, the SPPA subscales utilized 

in this study seemed to be fairly limited. The subscales consisted ofonly five items each; therefore, 

peer acceptance and academic self-concept levels might not have been assessed as reliably as they 

could have been if more items would have been included. 

The SPPA also has a confusing overall format, which may have skewed the participants' 

responses. Although the designated SPPA verbal directions read to students prior to their taking the 

survey indicated that they were to first decide what teenager was more like them and then subsequently 

whether that statement was only sort of true for them or really true for them, students still may have 

been confused by the overall format of the directions. If respondents disregarded the verbal directions 
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and only used Harter's allotted response choices to guide them in taking the survey, they may have 

been confused because the response choices for the SPPA's peer acceptance and scholastic competence 

subscales indicated that respondents should answer in a personal manner, responding either "really true 

for me" or "sort of true for me." However, the items were worded in a general manner. Items utilized 

statements addressing some or other teenagers, instead of directly addressing the respondents using lor 

me. Respondents may have responded how they thought teenagers in general feel or act in relation to 

the issues listed, rather than how they personally perceived their peer acceptance and academic 

abilities. This possibility may account for the uniform responses among participants in this study. 

Some of the student respondents even commented when they returned their completed surveys that 

they were confused, despite the researcher's best efforts to clarify the instructions at the outset. 

Conclusions 

Although Flook, Repetti, and Ullman (2005) demonstrated a significant indirect link between 

peer acceptance, academic self-concept, and academic performance relationship, no significant 

relationships, either direct or indirect, were demonstrated among these three variables for either the 

total group of respondents or for male and female groups separately in this sample. This difference 

could be explained in that Flook et al. studied a different age group, students in grades four to eight, 

and had a larger sample size, 248 students. Also although they assessed academic self-concept using 

Harter's Self-Perception Profile for Children (SPPC), a children's version of the SPPA subscale peer 

acceptance consisting of a teacher-report measure they developed for their study was used rather than 

student self-reports on this variable, as was used in this study. Flook, Repetti, and Ullman (2005) also 

accounted for other internalizing symptoms besides academic self-concept, including behavioral 

inhibitions and negative emotions, in this indirect relationship between peer acceptance and academic 

achievement, which may have explained the majority of the variance. 

Finally, significant evidence of an indirect relationship between academic success and peer 

acceptance was provided by Altermat (2003), Legault, Green-Demers, and Pelletier (2006), and 
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Walters &Bowen (1997). However, they linked motivation (Altermat, 2003; Legault, Green-Demers, 

& Pelletier 2006) and avoidance of problem behavior (Walters & Bowen, 1997) as the indirect factors, 

not the indirect factor of academic self-concept that was examined in this study. 

If the limitations discussed in this chapter are overcome in future research and other indirect 

factors linking perceived peer acceptance and academic achievement are examined, as suggested by 

other previous research, a significant relationship between perceived peer acceptance and academic 

achievement may emerge. 

Recommendations 

Recommendations for future research in this area include utilizing or developing new, 

unambiguous standardized measurements for assessing perceived peer acceptance and academic self

concept. Other possible mediating variables besides academic self-concept should also be included. 

Finally, research regarding this relationship should be conducted with a larger, more diverse sample. 

It may also be interesting to further study the relationship between female students' academic 

self-concepts and their academic achievement. This study demonstrated a nearly significant, negative 

relationship between these variables. The female adolescent students appeared to have lower academic 

self-concepts as their academic achievement increased and vice-versa. This dynamic, perhaps 

involving a perfectionist tendency among adolescent female students, would be interesting to further 

investigate. 

Hopefully, research incorporating these recommendations will allow the complexity of the 

relationship between perceived peer acceptance and academic achievement to become better 

understood. With more knowledge in this area, more effective and efficient interventions can be 

implemented by school counselors, so that students are able to obtain the resources they need to 

achieve both academically and socially in today's standard-driven educational system. 
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Appendix C: Parent Permission/Informed Consent Form 

Parent Permission and Consent to Participate in UW-Stout Approved Research 

My name is Angela Skaletski and I am a school counseling practicum student working at (name of school) with 
(name of school counselor), the high school guidance counselor, this semester. As a part of my graduate program, we 
are required to complete a research study. My study involves trying to determine if a connection exists between how 
adolescents view their peer relationships their academic skills and achievement. 

I am planning to survey junior students at (name of school) about views on their peer relationships and academic 
skills and also obtaining their cumulative GPAs anonymously, through the school secretary. Codes will be used, so I 
will not know which GPA belongs to individual students. Surveys will also be anonymous. Because your child is a 
minor, parental permission is required before they can participate. This survey will take no more than twenty minutes 
of your child's time and will be completed during your child's Civics class. 

It is hoped that valuable information about the relationship between adolescents' peer relationships and their 
academic achievement will be gained. This information can then be used by the wider educational community in the 
future, especially for more effective, socially and academically enhancing guidance programming. 

This study involves no more than minimal risk. Some students may have emotional reactions to the personal nature of 
the questions (dealing with academic skills and their peer relationships). (Name of school counselor) will be available 
to assist with any issues students may wish to discuss. Also, the information obtained from the survey will be reported 
in anonymous form, meaning your child will not be personally identified in any way in the research report. All 
completed surveys and the signed informed consent forms will be stored in a secure location. 

Your child's participation in this study is entirely voluntary. He/she may choose not to participate without any 
negative consequences to him/her. Should he/she choose to participate and later wish to withdraw from the study, 
he/she may discontinue his/her participation at this time without any negative consequences. 

Finally, results of my study will be available for reviewing in the guidance office at the high school for both students 
and parents and on-line at www.uwstout.edu/lib/thesis/2007/2007skaletskia.pdfupon completion of my research. 

This study has been reviewed and approved by The University ofWisconsin-Stout's Institutional Review Board 
(lRB). The IRB has determined that this study meets the ethical obligations required by federal law and University 
policies. If you have questions or concerns regarding this study please contact me, the investigator, or my advisor, 
Dr. Helen Swanson. If you have any questions, concerns, or reports regarding your child's rights as a research 
subject, please contact the IRB Administrator. 

Investigator: IRB Administrator 
Angela Skaletski Sue Foxwell, Director, Research Services 
(Contact information) 152 Vocational Rehabilitation Bldg. 

UW-Stout 
Menomonie, WI 54751 

Advisor: 715-232-2477 
Dr. Helen Swanson, Prof. of Psychology foxwells@uwstout.edu 
(715)232-2784 
swansonh@uwstout.edu 

Statement of Consent: 
By signing this consent form you agree to allow your child, , to participate in the project 
entitled, "The Relationship between Perceived Peer Acceptance and Adolescents' Academic Achievement." 

Signature of parent or guardian: Date: _ 

ThankYou© 
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Appendix D: Student Informed Consent Form 

Student Informed Consent Form 

My name is Angela Skaletski and I am a school counseling practicum student working at (name of school) with 
(name of counselor), the high school guidance counselor, this semester. As a part of my graduate program, we are 
required to complete a research study. My study involves trying to determine if a connection exists between how 
adolescents view their peer relationships and their academic skills and achievement. 

To gather data for this study, I am surveying junior students at (name of school) about their peer relationships and 
academic skills and obtaining their cumulative GPAs anonymously, through the school secretary. Codes will be used, 
so I will not know which GPA belongs to individual students. Surveys will also be anonymous. 

I am asking for your consent to participate in this study. This survey will take no more than twenty minutes of your 
time and will be completed during your Civics class. 

While there might be no immediate benefit to you as a result of your participation in this study, it is hoped that 
valuable information about the relationship between an adolescents' peer relationships and their academic skills and 
achievement will be gained. This information can then be used by the wider educational community in the future, 
especially for more effective, socially and academically enhancing guidance programming. 

This study involves no more than minimal risk. You may have emotional reactions to the personal nature of the 
questions (dealing with academic skills and their peer relationships). (Name of school counselor) will be available to 
assist with any issues you may wish to discuss. Also, the information obtained from the survey will be reported in 
anonymous form, meaning you will not be personally identified in any way in the research report. All completed 
surveys and the signed informed consent forms will be stored in a secure location. 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may choose not to participate without any negative 
consequences. Should you choose to participate and later wish to withdraw from the study, you may discontinue your 
participation at this time without any negative consequences. 

Finally, results of my study will be available for reviewing in the guidance office at the high school and on-line at 
www.uwstout.edu/lib/thesis/2007/2007skaletskia.pdf upon completion of my research. 

This study has been reviewed and approved by The University of Wisconsin-Stout's Institutional Review Board 
(IRB). The IRB has determined that this study meets the ethical obligations required by federal law and University 
policies. If you have questions or concerns regarding this study please contact me, the investigator, or my advisor, 
Dr. Helen Swanson. If you have any questions, concerns, or reports regarding your rights as a research subject, 
please contact the IRB Administrator. 

Investigator: IRB Administrator 
Angela Skaletski Sue Foxwell, Director, Research Services 
(Contact information) 152 Vocational Rehabilitation Bldg. 

UW-Stout 
Menomonie, WI 54751 

Advisor: 715-232-2477 
Dr. Helen Swanson, Prof. of Psychology foxwells@uwstout.edu 
(715)232-2784 
swansonh@uwstout.edu 

ThankYou© 


